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In recent years a significant amount of reseai’ch has been carried out into child sexual 
abuse. As a result, much information is now available about the sexual abuse of cMldien. 
However, there ai*e still some aspects of the problem about which very little is known. 
One such aspect is the sexual abuse of boys. Previous research has either tended to 
concentrate on the abuse of ghis or ignored gender differences altogether. It was the 
present dearth of empirical research into the abuse of boys which provided the impetus for 
the study described in this thesis.
The study was specifically about public and professional perceptions of child sexual 
abuse. The main aim was to explore whether the sexual abuse of boys was perceived 
differently from that of girls.
The research consisted of two surveys. The first attempted to estimate the prevalence of 
child sexual abuse amongst the student population living in Glasgow and the second was 
an exploration into public perceptions of child sexual abuse. In the case of the first study, 
self-completion questionnaires were completed by samples of students attending 
university/college in the Glasgow area. The second study utilised the relatively innovative 
method of the vignette technique. Using a self-completion questionnaire (different from 
the questionnaire used in the first study), members of ± e  general public were asked to 
comment on six vignettes. Each of these vignettes described an incident which might be 
labelled as child sexual abuse. Since the study was also interested in exploring 
professional perceptions of child sexual abuse, a small number of professionals completed 
a different version of the questionnaire.
The thesis outlines a number of problems associated with the use of the vignette technique 
in social research. Of all the possible criticisms of the technique, the most relevant in 
terms of the present study is the fact that it is impossible to know how accurately the 
responses elicited by the vignettes represent the behaviour of the respondents in real life 
situations. Despite the problems associated with the use of the technique, this study 
appear ed to demonstrate the value of using vignettes to research a topic of an exU'emely 
sensitive nature.
The prevalence study found that 7.5% of the sample reported possible abuse. This 
applied to 12% of females and 2.5% of males.
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The main study found that the majority of the public were likely to take action about most 
of the incidents described in the questionnaire. Because the questionnaire which was 
completed by the professionals was not identical to the questionnaire used with the public, 
it is not possible to make direct comparisons between the responses elicited from the two 
groups. However, the overall impression was that the public was not quite as ready as 
professionals to label a situation as child sexual abuse. More than 60% of the public said 
that it was likely they would tell someone about five of the six incidents. Overall, even 
higher proportions of professionals thought it important that someone was told. A 
number of possible suggestions are made as to why professionals are more likely than the 
public to suspect that an incident involves sexual abuse.
While the literature suggests that a possible case of child sexual abuse will be treated less 
seriously if it involves a boy victim rather than a girl, the findings described in this thesis 
provide no general support for this hypothesis. Although the gender of the young person 
involved did seem to make a difference to the way in which the public perceived some 
incidents, it made no such difference in others. This thesis identifies the kind of situations 
where these gender differences are likely to be present, and discusses some of the 
implications of these findings. While the gender of the young person involved did appeal* 
to make some difference to the way in which the public perceive possible cases of child 
sexual abuse, the gender of the victim made no difference at all to the perceptions of 
professionals in this study.
The results of the present study are located within the findings of other studies of public 
and/or professional perceptions of child sexual abuse.
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Chanter One 
CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE & GENDER 
DIFFERENCES: 
A Review of Recent Findings and Explanations
The research described in this thesis is about gender differences in relation to child sexual 
abuse. In particular, it is concerned with variations in the reportingi of possible cases of 
child sexual abuse depending on the gender of the chüd concerned. Previous research into 
CSA (ie child sexual abuse) has tended to ignore such differences and concentrated on the 
abuse of girls.
During recent years, increasing attention has been given to the topic of child abuse. While 
cases of child physical abuse tended to dominate during the 1960s and 1970s, attention 
turned to child sexual abuse in the 1980s. As a result of the publicity given to the subject 
by the media, interest has not been limited to professionals or academics working in the 
area of child protection. The media's coverage of events in Cleveland and, more recently, 
in Orkney served to heighten public awareness of the problem.
One of the most fundamental issues associated with child sexual abuse is defining it. 
“Child sexual abuse” is a relatively new term. Even as late as the early 1980s (eg see 
Nelson 1982 and MacLeod & Saraga 1988) CSA was thought of in terms of “incest” - 
sexual intercourse between a girl and a male relation, usually her father or step-father. 
Today it is acknowledged that girls and boys can be sexually abused by both family and 
non-family members. It is also accepted that sexual abuse can involve behaviours/acts 
other than intercourse. However, there are still a number of problems associated with 
deciding whether or not an incident constitutes sexual abuse. One of these problems is 
deciding what behaviour should be classified as abuse. Abusive behaviour is often 
divided into contact abuse (eg sexual kissing, anal and vaginal intercourse, and oral- 
genital sex) and non-contact abuse (eg exhibitionism, voyeurism, and sexual invitations). 
While there will be little doubt that behaviour which involves physical contact (especially 
where penetration is involved) is abuse, non-contact behaviours can be more ambiguous. 
Defining CSA is comphcated by the fact that there ai*e certain kinds of behaviour which aie 
likely to be defined as abuse if they happen outside a child’s home but, if the same
1 This thesis is concerned with the "reporting" of abuse in both an official sense (the involvement o f an 
agency such as the social work department or the police) and an unofficial sense (ie bringing the matter 
to the attention o f family/friends etc)
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behaviour happens within the child’s home, it might well be dismissed as normal child- 
rearing behaviour. For example, a parent may insist on bathing or dressing a child and in 
the process touch or even cuddle the child. Depending on the age of the child, this is 
likely to be viewed as perfectly natural behaviour and no one would suspect that the parent 
was seeking sexual gratification. If, however, the same adult attempted to touch or cuddle 
a child for whom he had no cai'etaking responsibilities (eg a scranger in the park), then 
his/her behaviour will not be regarded as normal and his/her intentions are likely to be 
questioned. This, of course, raises the question of how do we know what is “normal”? 
Another issue associated with deciding what constitutes sexual abuse, is the question of 
whether there needs to be a difference in ages between the two people involved in an 
incident for the experience to be classed as abusive? The literature suggests that children 
often engage in sexual activity with their peers. But can an incident involving two young 
people of a similar age be defined as abusive? Does it make a difference if one of the 
young persons is more sexually mature than the other? A final problem associated with 
defining child sexual abuse is the issue of consent. If a child agrees to take part in an 
activity, can the activity be viewed as abuse? Does the child really understand what he/she 
is agreeing to? What happens if the other person has used coercion to obtain the child’s 
consent? Clearly, the definition of CSA used in a piece of research is likely to have major 
implications for the findings of that research since the broader the definition used, the 
larger the problem becomes.
The increasing interest in child sexual abuse has led to a significant amount of reseai'ch 
being carried out. As a result of this research, a considerable amount of information is 
now available. In his book “The Facts about Child Sexual Abuse”, Gillham (1991) 
provides a comprehensive overview of what is presently known about CSA. Prevalence 
studies suggest that approximately 1 in 3 gMs and 1 in 6 boys are sexually abused. It 
would therefore appear that girls and boys are sexually abused on a ratio of approximately 
2:1. (These ratios are averages - based on the results of a number of studies. As will be 
discussed later in this chapter, different studies have produced considerably different 
prevalence rates.) Research has shown that most children’s experiences of sexual abuse 
are of single events of a relatively minor character. While it is often believed that children 
are mainly sexually abused within the family, it would appear that the majority of abuse 
takes place outside the family. (This is quite unlike physical abuse - which nearly always 
occurs within the child’s family.) Although most sexual abuse happens outwith the 
family, most abusers are known to their victims. It would therefore appear that “stranger 
danger” is not the main threat to children. Abusers tend to be young, aged between late 
teens and early thirties. Physical abuse is more common in pre-school children, but 
sexual abuse is more common in school-aged children and peaks between 11 and 12 
years. While girls under 11 years of age are most at risk of sexual abuse, boys over 10
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years of age are most at risk. A populai' misconception is that children who report that 
they have been sexually abused are making false allegations. However, research suggest 
that spontaneous disclosui'es are rarely false (see especially Anthony and Watkeys 1991).
While there has been a ‘major increase’ (Monaco & Gaier 1988, p.97) in the number of 
reported cases of child sexual abuse in recent years, research would suggest that the 
majority of CSA cases are still not reported to the authorities. It is acknowledged that a 
large proportion of all crimes involving sexual activity go unreported (Black and 
DeBlassie 1993, Freeman-Longo 1986), but those involving children (especially male 
children) are least likely to be reported. While estimates suggest that only one in three 
rapes are reported, only one in ten (or may be even less) cases of CSA are reported 
(Freeman-Longo 1986). The literature suggests that tliere are a number of reasons why so 
many cases of CSA go unreported. Peake (Peake 1989) argues that some cases of CSA 
go unreported either because the children do not realise that they are being abused or 
because they do not have the necessary vocabulary to explain what has happened to them. 
Some children do not report their abuse because they fear that they will not be believed 
(Monaco & Gaier 1988). Other children choose not to report that they have been sexually 
abused because of a fear of the consequences of telling (for themselves, for the abuser - 
particularly if it was a parent who they love, and for other members of their family). The 
perpetrator may have used threats or bribes to ensure that the child remains silent about the 
abuse (eg Finch 1967, Monaco & Gaier 1988, Child and Family Research Trust Team 
1993 and Yates 1982). Some children decide not to tell because they feel guilty. They 
may feel guilty because they beheve that they were to blame for what happened to them or 
because they found the experience pleasurable and/or sexually arousing (eg Blanchard 
1986, Rogers & Terry 1984 and Yates 1982). Given that there are so many factors which 
can serve to inhibit children from reporting that they have been sexually abused, it is 
perhaps not too smprising that so many choose to remain silent.
Explanations for Child Sexual Abuse
A number of theoretical perspectives have been developed to explain why children are 
sexually abused. These include the individual/psychological approach, family dysfunction 
theory and the feminist approach. Individual/psychological explanations for CSA argue 
that there is “something wrong” with the perpetrator of the abuse. He or she may be 
“sick”, “abnormal’ or ‘criminal’ (Saraga 1993, p.64). Family dysfunction theory shifts 
attention away from the behaviour of the individual to the functioning of the family. The 
family is viewed as a system, to be understood in terms of both the patterns of interaction
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and communication within the family and the roles that individual family members adopt. 
Family dysfunction theory argues that CSA can serve the function of keeping together 
families which would otherwise collapse, as the abuse can help to avoid open conflict 
between parents. CSA can therefore restore some kind of equilibrium to the family. The 
classic scenario is the case of a father who abuses his daughter because his wife can no 
longer fulfil his sexual desires. The feminist approach explains CSA in terms of the 
inequalities in power which exist between men, women and children. Feminists argue that 
CSA is ‘an extreme example of institutionalized male power over females’ (Corby 1993, 
p. 102) and children.
While the individual/psychological, family dysfunction and feminist approaches have been 
used to explain why children are sexually abused, a quite different approach is taken by 
the social constructionists. Social constructionists (eg see Rogers 1992) argue that 
problems such as CSA do not exist in themselves and are only made real by the way in 
which society thinks and talks about them (Mayes et al 1992). Rogers (1992) argues that 
masturbation was an example of a socially constructed problem in the nineteenth century 
when it was considered “self-abuse”. Gillian Mayes writes:
  “self-abuse” became real because parents and doctors noticed it, tiiought
about it, worried about it and did something about it. It became a “thing” by 
the fact that action was taken to prevent it and devices manufactured to 
implement its prevention.
(Mayes et al 1992, p. 165)
Just as the social constructionists would argue that masturbation only became a social 
problem in the nineteenth century because of the way in which society thought and talked 
about masturbation at that time, they would argue that child sexual abuse has only become 
a problem today because of the way in which society presently thinks and talks about 
CSA. According to the social constructionists, homosexuality (eg see Foucault 1981, 
Stein 1992 and Weimich 1992) and pornography are fuither examples of constructs of our 
society. If child sexual abuse has indeed been created by a social process, then it is likely 
that different people will have different understandings of what CSA is. It was therefore 
thought important that the prevalence study which is described in this thesis allowed the 
respondents themselves to decide what constitutes CSA. One of the purposes of the main 
study was to investigate whether or not there is a consensus of opinion amongst members 
of the public as to what should be considered CSA.
Despite the dramatic increase in interest in the topic, there are still some aspects of child 
sexual abuse about which very little is known. One of the areas in which very little
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research has been undertaken is the sexual abuse of boys. While the literature contains 
many examples of studies which either concentrate on or are specifically about the sexual 
abuse of girls, the researcher has to look much hai'der to find what amount to a much 
smaller number of studies about the abuse of boys. By focusing on the sexual abuse of 
boys and comparing the differences in the treatment of alleged cases of CSA involving 
boys and girls, the present research was inspired by an interest in attempting to go at least 
some way towards redressing this imbalance.
The Sexual Abuse of Bovs: How common a problem is it?
One of the problems associated with understanding the sexual abuse of boys is that 
nobody really knows how common it is. While a number of researchers have attempted to 
estimate the prevalence of the problem, their findings have varied considerably. Table 
1.0, below, summarises the findings of a number of the more recent studies which were 
consulted, first hand, by the present researcher. It shows the definition of CSA used in 
each of the studies. The table also shows the percentage of male and female respondents 
who reported having ever been sexually abused, according to the definition used. The 
studies are ranked in order of prevalence, beginning with the studies which found the 
highest rates.
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Table 1.1: Summarv of a number of Studies attempting to estim ate the 







KELLY, REGAN  
& BURTON  
(1991)
A detailed questionnaire 
was com pleted by 1244 
stud en ts aged  16-21  
attending 7 co lleges o f  
Further E ducation  in 
England, Scotland and 
W ales. (60% o f  the 
sample were female)
D e f in i t io n  in c lu d e d  
"flashing", being touched, 
being pressured in to 
having sex and attempted 
and actual assaults/rapes 
b efore the respondent 
reached 18 years o f  age. 
Perpetrators included adults 
and peers
27% 59%
MARTIN e ta l  
(1993)
Random sample o f 3000  
w om en taken from the 
electoral rolls o f one area 
in New Zealand
D e f in it io n  in c lu d e d  
unwanted contact and non- 
contact incidents with an 
adult or older person before 
the respondent reached the 
age o f 16
I 34.4%







National telephone survey 
of 2626 American adults 
(1415 men, 1481 women) 
aged 18+. The sample 
was randomly generated 
using 'phone numbers
Definition included contact 
a n d  n o n - c o n t a c t  
experiences before the 
respondent reached 18 
years o f age
16% 27%
FR O M U TH &
BURKHART
(1989)
Q u est io n n a ir e s  w ere  
distributed to 2 samples of 
m ale co lle g e  students 
represen tin g  d ifferen t  
geographic areas. (253  
stu d en ts  a tten d ed  a 
midwestern university and 
329 students attended a 
south-western university)
S tudy used a broad  
definition which included 
both contact and non- 
c o n ta c t  e x p e r ie n c e s ,  
a l t h o u g h  an a g e  
discrepancy between the 
victim and perpetr ator was 
required for the incident(s) 







D U NC A N  (1985)
2019 men and women aged 
15+ interviewed as pait of 
a MORI survey - a 
nationally representative 
sample of Great Britain
In c id e n ts  ( in c l u d i n g  
contact and non-contact 
experiences) occmxing to 
the respondents before the 
age of 16 and involving a 
sexually  mature person  
who expected the activity 
to lead to their sexual 
arousal
8% 1 12%
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Table 1.1 (continued): Summary of a number of Studies attempting to 







RISIN & KOSS 
(1987)
A  nation w ide survey, 
u s i ng  a se lf-r e p o r t  
questionnaire, o f sexual 
assault exp eriences o f  
6159 students in 32 US 
in stitu tion s o f  higher  
education. The sam ple 
included 2972 men. (The 
data gathered regarding 
fem ale respondents was 
not d iscu ssed  in this 
report)
Definition included contact 
a n d  n o n - c o n t a c t  
exp erien ces w hen the 
respondent was under 14 
years o f age
7.3% 1
SIEGEL e ta l 
(1987)
3132 adults (1480 men, 
1645 w om en-) living in 
the Los Angeles area aged 
18+ w ere in terview ed  
u s i n g  a s t ra t i f i ed ,  
household sample
In c i d e n t s  i n v o l v i n g  
pressure or force on a 
young person under 16 
years o f age to a llow  
sexual contact to take 
place
3.8% j 6.8%
It is acknowledged by the present researcher that these figures, cited by Siegel et al (1987), add up to 
3125 and not 3132.
15
From an initial glance at Table 1.0, two observations can be made immediately. The first 
of these observations is the considerable variation between studies in the estimated 
prevalence of CSA. Two possible explanations for the variation in prevalence are that 
different studies used different research methods (eg self-report questionnaires, interviews 
and telephone surveys) and each study used a different definition of CSA. Clearly a 
survey which asks respondents about experiences up to the age of 18 is likely to find a 
higher percentage of the sample reporting incidents (eg Finkelhor at al 1990; 16% of men) 
than a study which asks about experiences up to the age of 14 (eg Risin & Koss 1987; 
7.3% of men). Besides the age of the respondent, the definitions of abuse also varied in 
other ways (eg whether or not they let the respondent decide him/herself what constitutes 
sexual abuse or whether the respondent was provided with a list of behaviours and asked 
if he/she had ever been forced to participate in any of them, and whether or not the study 
specified an age difference between the respondent and die perpetrator before the incident 
could be considered abusive). A third possible explanation for the variation in the 
prevalence rates given in Table 1.0 is the period in time in which each sui*vey was 
conducted. Given the increase in public awareness of CSA, it is possible that studies 
carried out more recently will yield higher prevalence rates. It is likely that some 
behaviours which ai’e regai’ded today as abuse would simply have been ignored in the 
past. There is certainly some evidence in Table 1.0 to suggest that the time when the 
study was conducted does effect the prevalence rate. While all of the studies carried out in 
the mid-eighties have prevalence rates for males of less than 10%, the studies conducted 
since the late eighties have rates of over 10% for males.
The second obseiwation which can be made about Table 1.0 is that each study shows a 
higher prevalence rate for the sexual abuse of girls than boys. In most studies, the 
prevalence rates for women was almost twice that for men. This may be a result of the 
fact that girls are indeed more likely to be sexually abused than boys, or (given that all of 
these studies are based on self-report and are therefore not necessarily a measure of true 
prevalence) it may be indicative of the fact that boys are less willing to admit to having 
been sexually abused.
Of the studies cited in the table, the Baker and Duncan (1985) study and the research by 
Kelly, Regan and Burton (1991) were the only two surveys to be caixied out in Great 
Britain. With the exception of tlie research by Martin et al (1993) which was conducted in 
New Zealand, the remainder of the studies were carried out in the United States of 
America. In the light of the absence of information on the UK, the research reported in 
this thesis began with a prevalence study of child sexual abuse amongst a sample of 
students attending colleges and universities within the Glasgow area. It was hoped that 
this would give some indication of the prevalence of the problem in Scotland.
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The Sexual Abuse of Bovs: What we already know
While there is a dearth of reseai'ch into the sexual abuse of boys, the existing literature 
does suggest tliree very important aspects of child abuse which are distinct to the sexual 
abuse of boys. Each of these aspects would suggest that a male victim of CSA is less 
likely than a female victim to report the abuse. (Of course, not all reported cases of CSA 
are reported by the victims themselves.)
The first of these aspects is the fact that, in addition to all the reasons why both male and 
female victims of CSA might choose not to report the abuse, male victims have to 
overcome 'the additional taboo of homosexuality' (Faller 1989, p.282). Because boys are 
more likely than girls to be abused by an offender of the same sex (eg Peake 1989, 
Blanchard 1986 and Fritz, Stoll & Wagner 1982), this gives rise to a number of concerns 
ai'ound the issue of homosexuality. Some boys who have been sexually abused fear that 
they may be homosexual and some assume that they were chosen by thek abusers because 
they displayed homosexual signs (Peake 1989 and Watkins & Bentovim 1992). Others 
worry that their abuse might cause them to become homosexual (Nasjleti 1980). 
According to Finch (1967), it is possible for a boy to become homosexual through 
repeated exposure to homosexual activities with an adult male. (Finch also argues that it is 
possible for a girl to become a lesbian through continued sexual contact with an adult 
woman.) Questions about his sexual orientation are of even greater concern to a sexually 
abused boy if he found the experience(s) at all pleasurable/sexually ai'ousing. However, 
studies have shown that males can be sexually aroused by non-erotic stimuli (eg Ramsey 
1943). Many researchers argue that, because of these concerns, many boys who have 
been sexually abused simply refuse to report the abuse lest they be labelled homosexual 
(eg Black & DeBlassie 1993, Nasjleti 1980, Pierce & Pierce 1985 and Roane 1992). 
Dimock writes:
In cases of abuse by another male, the fear of being labelled queer or a wimp 
might discourage reporting.
(Dimock 1988, p.204)
In addition to considering the consequences for himself if he reports being sexually 
abused by an other male, the male victim of CSA must also consider the stigma which 
might fall on his family (Roane 1992).
The second aspect of the sexual abuse of boys which is discussed in the existing literature 
is the fact that our society does not permit boys to be victims. Nasjleti wiites:
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From early childhood boys learn that masculinity means not depending on 
anyone, not being weak, not being passive, not being a loser in 
confrontation, in short, not being a victim.
(Nasjleti 1980, p.271)
Nasjleti goes on:
Reacting passively to physical aggression of any kind except from females is 
perceived by males as a feminine Uait. Their resistance to asking for help 
stems from a reluctance to identify themselves as helpless or passive.
(Nasjleti 1980, p.272)
Peake makes a similar point:
Our society does not encourage boys/men to complain when they are hurt; 
rather the etiios is one of keeping quiet or of retaliation.
(Peake 1989, p.46)
Since society does not expect a male to complain if he has become a victim, it is likely that 
some boys who have been sexually abused will feel extremely uneasy about their 
experiences. Asking for help will make a boy feel that he was not able to protect himself 
(Nasjleti 1980), as he is likely to be ridiculed and considered "sissy" or "unmanly" 
(Nasjleti 1980). He is also likely to be faced with such comments as "A real boy would 
never let someone do that without fighting back" and "He must have wanted to do it 
because he didn't resist" (Rogers & Terry 1980).
A third aspect of the sexual abuse of boys which is highlighted in the existing literature is 
that society, as a whole, is reluctant to admit that boys can be sexually abused. While 
society has gradually come to accept that girls can be sexually abused, it is only just 
beginning to accept that boys can also be sexually abused. According to the literature, 
there are a whole host of reasons why someone would be more likely to turn a blind eye to 
a possible case of child abuse involving a male victim rather than actually being prepared 
to take action and do something about the situation. These reasons will be discussed later 
in this chapter.
The main research reported in this thesis is about an investigation into how members of 
the public would react if a child described to them an incident which might be interpreted 
as child sexual abuse. The aim of the study was to explore the types of behaviour which
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the public are likely to tell someone else about because they perceive the behaviour as 
being sexual abuse.
The importance of members of the general pubhc reporting possible cases of child abuse is 
outlined in an American article by Dhooper, Royse & Wolfe (1991):
The nature of child protective services is such that voluntary reporting of 
possible abuse or neglect by the general public is the sine qua non, all other
methods of case finding are too late and too little, Only the observation
and involvement of laymen - neighbo[u]rs, friends, family, the general 
public - can bring the protection system to the service of the abused and 
neglected children eariy enough to be effective.
(Dhooper, Royse & Wolfe 1991, p.37)
A number of writers suggest reasons why the public and/or professionals might prefer to 
deny the existence of child sexual abuse. For example, writing in America, Olafson, 
Corwin & Summit (1993) claim that CSA has been suppressed for the past 150 years. 
They argue that the 1980s witnessed 'the emergence of a formidable backlash in courts, 
clinics, and the media' (p. 18) against CSA and they suggest that information concerning 
the prevalence of child sexual abuse is unwelcome on all shades of the political spectrum. 
As defenders of the family. Conservatives are unlikely to applaud an appar ent challenge to 
parental authority and Liberals will be wai'y of the undermining of civil liberties which 
would come about as a result of state intrusion into the private sphere. Olafson, Corwin 
& Summit write:
It remains to be seen whether the current backlash will succeed in
resuppressing awareness of sexual abuse If this occurs, it will not
happen because child sexual abuse is peripheral to major social interests, but 
because it is so central that as a society we choose to reject our knowledge of 
it rather than make the changes in our’ thinking, oiu* institutions, and our daily 
lives that sustained awareness of child sexual victimization demands.
(Olafson, Corwin & Summit 1993, p. 19)
Some previous studies which have explored public and/or professional perceptions of 
child abuse are listed in Table 1.2. The findings of a number of these studies will now be 
discussed. The discussion will begin with the research on perceptions of general child 
abuse and then move on to the studies which were specifically concerned with child sexual 
abuse. Since nearly all of the studies cited in Table 1.2 ai’e American, it is possible that 
the results of some studies will not be applicable to the UK.
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Table 1.2 (continued): Summary of a number of Studies which have 
researched Public and/or Professional Perceptions 










Studies exploring Professional Perceptions of Child Abuse (continued)
BIRCHALL
(1992)
Survey o f  p rofessional 










Exam ined the extent o f  
a g r e e m e n t  b e t w e e n  
m em bers o f  d ifferen t  
professional occupations 
about child abuse/neglect 
and b e t w e e n  t h e se  
professionals and members 
of the community
Professionals 
313 playing key 








P sychological Abuse o f  
latency age children
452 An association 



















Parents’ and professionals' 
definitions o f  CSA
4 groups of 
Professionals 
and group of 





& REDFIELD  
(1984)
Exploration o f laypersons’ 
definitions o f CSA
Parents with 




Studies, exploring Public Perceptions of Child Abuse
A number of the studies summarised in Table 1.2 were concerned with public perceptions 
of child abuse. For example, Johnson & Sigler (1995) examined community perceptions 
of domestic abuse. They used four self-administered questionnaires to measure public 
attitudes towards the use of physical force, child abuse, spouse abuse and elder abuse. 
The study found that over 70% of subjects consistently defined child abuse in terms of the 
severe use of force. Another finding from the study was that incidents involving minor 
levels of physical force were rated as less abusive than situations involving psychological 
abuse and neglect. Johnson & Sigler argue that this finding would suggest that it is 
relevant to include psychological and emotional abuse in definitions of child abuse. The 
study revealed that the use of physical force is perceived as unacceptable in almost any 
context with the significant exception of disciplinary procedures for children. Although 
the use of physical force (involving hitting occasionally with an open hand, belt or stick) 
received low levels of endorsement as an indicator of child abuse, the more frequent the 
hitting, the more likely it is to be defined as abuse.
The study by Dai'o and Gelles (1992) was concerned with public attitudes and behaviours 
in the USA with respect to child abuse prevention and whether these have changed in 
recent years. The reseai'ch was based on six National Committee for Prevention of Child 
Abuse (NCPCA) surveys which involved a nationally representative sample of 1250 
respondents. The surveys measured three variables: the public's perceptions of the impact 
of certain behaviours on children, whether or not the respondents had personally engaged 
in any acts that prevented child abuse and the public's perception of the impact of various 
factors on child abuse rates. The majority of respondents viewed physical punishment 
and repeated yelling and swearing as harmful to children's well-being. However, 45% of 
respondents reported insulting or swearing at their children in the last yeai* and 53% of 
respondents reported spanking or hitting the children during the past year. The data 
suggests that fewer children are experiencing abuse, with regard to some acts of violence: 
while there has been an increase in reports of emotional mistreatment, reported rates of 
spanking/hitting children and hitting/trying to hit with an object are decreasing. 
Respondents were asked about the causes of child abuse and neglect. The factors which 
were considered most likely to contribute to abuse were violence between husband and 
wife, poverty, television violence, movie violence and racism. The factors which were 
considered least important were heavy rock music, corporal punishment in school, 
sexism, war toys and games, the death penalty and contact sports. However, differences 
were found between different socio-economic groups in their views about the factors 
which cause child abuse. Daro & Gelles ask whether public education and increased 
prevention efforts result in changes in parenting practices. As already noted, the data
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suggest that parents are less inclined to hit children and less likely to use psychological 
aggression today, although there appears to have been an increase in emotional abuse. 
Daro & Gelles warn tliat the apparent decline in physical violence towards children may be 
either the result of an actual decline in such behaviour or merely a decline in the 
willingness to report. They ai'gue that fluctuating rates of physical punishment and 
emotional abuse are evidence of the need for continued efforts to provide public awareness 
and public education regai'ding the harm of physical and psychological aggression and the 
need for the promotion of alternatives to physical and emotional punishment The survey 
suggests that individuals and parents are increasingly willing to take personal action to 
prevent child abuse. However, Daro & Gelles ask why, if public awareness works, ai*e 
rates of reporting maltreatment increasing. They suggest that perhaps parents aie less 
willing to report their own behaviour but more willing to report the behaviour of friends 
and neighbours. Daro & Gelles point out that not all reports of maltreatment involve 
hitting. Approximately 15% of reports of child abuse involve sexual abuse and 46% 
involve neglect. Dai'o & Gelles aigue that public education and awai'eness campaigns are 
only one type of effort aimed at preventing and reducing child maltreatment. Other efforts 
include parent support services (eg parent education classes, home visits and parent 
support groups). Towards the end of their article, Daro & Gelles provide a 
conceptualisation of three types of families. They discuss the possible success of abuse 
prevention strategies on each of tlie three family types.
Dhooper, Roy se & Wolfe (1991) were interested in exploring public attitudes towards 
child abuse and conducted telephone interviews with 742 randomly selected adults. The 
aim of the study was to investigate whether adults recognise child abuse, the 
characteristics of child abusers and the characteristics of abused children. Dhooper, 
Royse & Wolfe also wanted to explore the extent of the public's knowledge of children 
who have been abused or neglected and the extent of the public's knowledge about laws 
and procedures for reporting child abuse. The study found that, generally, the American 
public is well informed about many aspects of child abuse and neglect. The majority of 
respondents recognised the most widely documented behavioural indicators of abused 
childi'en. Three-quarters of respondents were aware of their legal obligation in the USA 
for reporting suspected abuse or neglect. (Although the public have a legal obligation to 
report suspected child abuse in America, this is not the case in Scotland.) While a fifth of 
respondents knew someone who had abused a child, only a tlikd of these respondents 
reported the case to the authorities. Some respondents recognised the most common 
characteristics of abusers, but many had a deviance perspective of abusers: 64% of 
respondents viewed abusive adults as mentally ill and 82% believed that abusers aie 
emotionally immature. Dhooper, Royse & Wolfe suggest that the public lack a complete 
understanding of child abuse because of the media's coverage of sensational cases. They
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argue that the cases covered in the media usually result in the removal of the childien and 
the prosecution of the abusing family member. It is suggested that the vast majority of 
protective seiwices, however, do not get media exposure, and so the general public is not 
aware that most protected children are not removed from their families and most abusers 
are not prosecuted. Dhooper, Royse & Wolfe found that the public is willing to pay for 
child abuse and neglect prevention programmes. They suggest that this willingness 
should be appropriately directed.
The study by Cruise, Jacobs & Lyons (1994) explored children's perceptions of physical 
abuse. The researchers hypothesised that younger children would perceive physically 
abusive incidents as less serious than older children and that girls would view physical 
discipline differently than boys. Data was collected hem  35 children (17 girls and 18 
boys) during their* residence in a shelter for battered women and their children. The 
children were between 6 and 11 years of age. All had witnessed physical abuse in the 
family and most had experienced physical abuse. The children were asked to make a 
seriousness rating about parental behaviour in five incidents. A five point scale which 
ranged from "not at all serious" to "very serious" was used. Cruise, Jacobs & Lyons 
found that the children rated most vignettes as serious, although some types of abuse were 
regarded as more serious than others. The act which was considered most serious was 
striking the child with an object. Hitting the child in the face was perceived as the least 
serious, although it was still regarded as fairly serious. As had been predicted, a 
difference was found between the responses given by children of different ages in that 
young children consistently rated all incidents as less serious than the older children did. 
However, the difference was only significant for two of the acts. Cruise, Jacobs & Lyons 
found that the genders of the victim and the respondents did not make a significant 
difference to the subjects' responses. The researchers do suggest that, while the gender of 
the respondents did not make a significant difference to their perceptions of the 
seriousness of the incidents, gender differences may have been present if their research 
had been concerned with other types of abuse (eg sexual abuse). Cruise, Jacobs & Lyons 
warn against the over-interpretation of then* findings, since all of the subjects in their study 
had experienced physical abuse witliin tlie home.
Studies exploring Professional Percentions of Child Abuse
Some of the studies outlined in Table 2.1 explored the perceptions of specific professions. 
For example, Abrahams, Casey & Daro (1992) and Tite (1993) investigated teachers' 
perceptions of child abuse. In a National Teacher Sur*vey of 568 elementary or middle 
school teachers, Abrahams, Casey and Daro assessed teachers' knowledge, attitudes and
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beliefs about child abuse and child abuse prevention. The study aimed to explore 
teachers' familiarity with the schools' formal child abuse reporting procedures, the means 
by which teachers are informed of these procedures and how often teachers report 
suspected cases of abuse. The study also explored teacher attitudes towai'ds the use of 
corporal punishment in the schools, the quality and quantity of in-seiwice workshops and 
general education for teachers on child abuse and neglect and teachers' perceptions of tlie 
barriers they face in reporting suspected child abuse and in implementing child assault 
prevention programmes. The study found that, overall, the majority of teachers were 
receiving a minimal amount of education on identifying, reporting and inteiwening in 
suspected cases of abuse and neglect. 49% reported that their school provided in-sei*vice 
workshops, 51% said that their school circulated any written material on child abuse and 
neglect and two-thhds of teachers viewed the child abuse education programme provided 
as insufficient. 74% of respondents had suspected that a child had been abused or 
neglected: 90% of those who had suspected maltreatment reported the case. Reports were 
usually made to other school personnel: only about 23% of teachers had reported cases 
directly to the Child Protection Services. The survey identified the following barriers to 
repoiting:
65% lack of sufficient knowledge on how to detect and report cases of 
child abuse and neglect 
63% fear of legal ramifications for false allegations
52% fears (more general) concerned with the consequences of child abuse 
reports (eg reprisal versus the child, damage to parent-teacher and 
teacher-child relationships)
45% parental denial and disapproval of reports 
35% interference in parent-child relationships and family privacy 
24% lack of community or school support in making such allegations 
14% school board or principal disapproval
The study found that 65% of teachers had no reseiTations about teaching the child assault 
prevention progiammes. Abrahams, Casey and Daro concluded from then* study that 
school systems are not sufficiently educating teachers on identifying, reporting and 
preventing child abuse. They ai'gue:
Teachers play a critical role in preventing child abuse and in creating safe 
environments for children. To maximise this potential, cunent gaps in 
knowledge, understanding and skills must be addressed. School 
administrators, either independently or in pai'tnership with other key child
-25
abuse prevention agencies, need to establish ongoing training 
prograra[me]s......
(Abrahams, Casey & Daro 1992, p.236)
Tite (1993) explored hovy school teachers define and respond to child abuse, using a 
series of 10 vignettes^. Tite was interested in ascertaining how much experience the 
teachers had of dealing with such situations and what action they took in each case. The 
study found that 'most teachers hold a much broader theoretical view of abuse than those
put forward in the legal definitions it seems that most teachers, in theory at least,
would cast a much broader net' ( p.595). In line with the findings of Abrahams, Casey & 
Dai‘0  (1992)'s study, Tite found that teachers report approximately 25% of all the 
suspected cases of child abuse which they encounter. The study found that it is possible 
for a child to be identified by his/her teacher as a victim of abuse without the situation 
being officially reported and brought to the attention of the Child Protection Services 
(CPS). In these ckcumstances, some of the less formal interventions taken by teachers 
include monitoring the child's situation and behaviour, consulting with colleagues and 
holding discussions with parents. One of the conclusions from Tite's study is that there is 
no clear statistical relationship between teachers' definitions of child abuse and them 
formal reporting of cases of possible abuse. She writes:
 the decision to report appeal's as a complex social process involving the
interplay of definitions, institutional response, and teachers’ experiences with 
a range of reactions and personal trials.
(Tite 1993, p.598)
Willis and Wells (1988) were interested in the perceptions of police officers. Their study 
was concerned with the factors which influence police decisions to report illegal 
behaviour. 142 law enforcement officers completed and returned Willis and Wells' 
questionnaire which contained 10 vignettes. Respondents were asked whether they 
thought that the behaviour described in each vignette should be reported and they were 
asked what action (if any) they would take to ensure that the situation was reported. 
Willis and Wells found that the types of incidents which elicited the sti'ongest responses 
were mutual mastui'bation, leaving a child outside the home unsupei'vised and striking the 
child with a stick. These behaviours were rated as very serious, criminal, and clearly 
abusive by a high percentage of the respondents. Incidents such as parents ignoring their 
child or mothers bringing home men for sex elicited a much less serious reaction. Willis
 ̂ A  detailed discussion o f  the use o f vignettes in social research can be found in Chapter Two.
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and Wells claim that these behaviours were also rated as less abusive in earlier studies (eg 
Giovannoni & Becerra, 1979). They concluded that the one variable which had a 
consistently strong impact on the respondents' willingness to report was the definition of 
the behaviour as serious. The study also found that responses were governed more by the 
officers' definitions of abuse than by legal definitions.
The study by Waterhouse & Garnie (1989) explored the ways in which professionals 
identify and respond to intra-famihal CSA. Waterhouse & Garnie found that the criteria 
which was adopted by social workers when deciding whether or not to intervene in an 
alleged case of child sexual abuse included:
• the attitude of the non-abusing parent to the alleged perpetrator
• access between the refeired child and tlie alleged perpetrator
• the type of abuse alleged
• the age of the child or young person
• the attitude of the alleged perpetrator to the allegation
• the attitude of the parents to social work intervention
• the social worker’s belief of disbelief of the child or young person
• the presence of psychological symptoms or physical signs of abuse
• the attitude of the child or young person to remaining at home
Morris, Johnson & Glasen (1985) were interested in exploring the factors which influence 
the reporting of child physical abuse by physicians. 58 physicians were interviewed about 
their awai’eness of the common manifestations of physical child abuse. Morris, Johnson 
& Glasen wanted to investigate whether personal attitudes and values persist as a major 
influence in reporting behaviour and they wanted to find out if a physician's attitude about 
what constitutes appropriate discipline would influence his or her reporting of child abuse. 
The explanations given by them respondents for the non-reporting of abuse included the 
low incidence of abuse in the private practice setting, the fear of losing patients, the need 
for certainty and the lack of confidence in community agencies. Morris, Johnson and 
Glasen suggest that these behefs may conflict with the welfai’e of young patients.
While a number of reseai’chers investigated the perceptions of specific professions, others 
have compared the views of different occupational gi'oups. One of the eaiiiest studies to 
explore perceptions of child abuse was a study by Giovannoni and Becen'a (1979). 
Giovannoni and Beceira examined the extent of agreement between members of different 
professional occupations in health and welfare work in America about what should be 
defined as child abuse or neglect and how seriously particular instances should be 
regarded. Clinical experience had led them to believe that such disagreements were
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sufficiently common to be a major source of ti'ouble in the child cai’e system, but they 
could find little empirical evidence to support this. Their sample consisted of 71 lawyers, 
79 paediatricians, 50 police officers and 113 social workers. To enable a comparison to 
be made between the views of these professionals and the views of members of the 
general public, 1065 lay persons also took part in the study. Although the study found 
that there were considerable ai'eas of agreement amongst the professionals involved, it did 
reveal significant differences in the responses given to 69 of the 78 vignettes used. 
Giovannoni and Becerra do point out that there is at least some value in an element of 
disagreement between members of different professions - as it acts as a safeguard against 
over-entliusiastic inteivention.
Fox & Dingwall (1985) attempted to replicate Giovannoni & Beceixa's study in Britain. 
However, given the resources available, tliey could not contemplate a full-scale replication 
of the American study. Their sample comprised of 20 social workers and 20 health 
visitors, all of whom were working in a prosperous university town in Southern England. 
20 vignettes were selected fi'om the 78 pairs used by Giovannoni and Becerra - including 
items which yielded the lai'gest variation in responses between American social workers 
and paediatiicians. While Fox and Dingwall do stress the value of their study and the 
issues raised by it, they failed to identify significant differences in the way health visitors 
and social workers, as occupational groups, perceived either the absolute or the relative 
seriousness of incidents possibly definable as mistreatment. Although the study failed to 
identify significant differences between occupational groups, the research did reveal some 
variations within each professional group. Fox and Dingwall argue that Giovannoni and 
Becerra's study paid relatively little attention to intr*a-group differences.
Snyder and Newberger (1986) also attempted to replicate Giovannoni and BeceiTa's 1979 
study. However, as Snyder and Newberger were particularly interested in resear'ching the 
degree of consensus among occupational groups working within a hospital-based setting, 
only medical and mental health professionals were included in their sample (n=295). 
They used 39 of Giovannoni and Becerra's vignettes and, like Fox and Dingwall, Snyder 
and Newberger chose the vignettes which were most likely to display differences between 
the different professionals. Snyder and Newberger's study found that there was some 
consensus in the responses given by nurses and social workers: both of these groups rated 
the vignettes as significantly more serious than the paediatricians and the psychiatrists did. 
Psychologists’ responses were somewhere in between those of the nurses/social workers 
and the paediatricians/psychiatrists. Although the study did reveal these differences 
between occupational groups, most groups agreed on the same rank ordering of categories 
of abuse.
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Birchall (1992 also Birchall & Hallett 1995) used a series of vignettes to investigate the 
professional perceptions of child protection in the UK. She explored the varied exposure 
of social workers, healtli visitors, teachers, police, general practitioners and paediatricians 
to child protection training and their experience of cases, their different severity ratings of 
brief vignettes of abuse, theh thought and action proposals and choice of contacts in 
relation to an unfolding vignette, theh perceptions of local procedures and the functioning 
of theh local child protection networks. Her sample consisted of 339 professionals. All 
of the professional groups involved rated sexual abuse and physical abuse higher than the 
other categories of abuse. Of the 23 brief vignettes used in the first part of Bhchall’s 
study, there was much consensus within each profession regarding the severity of three 
vignettes involving sexual acts (intercourse, repeated masturbation and nightmar*es after 
repeated exposure to pornographic material) and one vignette which involved physical 
abuse. The part of the study which involved the longer, unfolding vignettes showed that 
there was also ‘an obviously higher index of suspicion and greater anxiety’ (Birchall & 
Hallett 1995, p. 182) when the vignettes involved possible sexual abuse. Bhchall found 
that interprofessional co-operation and co-ordination is well accepted by those involved in 
the child protection system, although certain professionals (eg teachers and general 
practitioners) have a limited involvement in or knowledge of the system. She also found 
that there are many points of tension and conflict in the system.
Studies exploring Public Perceptions of Child Sexual Abuse
Of the studies discussed above, all were interested in perceptions of child abuse in general 
and none was concerned exclusively with child sexual abuse. However, three of the 
studies cited in Table 1.2 did focus exclusively on public perceptions of child sexual 
abuse. Given the particular relevance of these three studies for the research on which this 
thesis is based, each of the studies will be discussed in some detail.
The earliest of the three studies was the study by Finkelhor & Redfield (1984). Finkelhor 
& Redfield invited a sample of Boston pai'ents (with children aged 6-14 yeai’s) to complete 
a questionnaire containing a series of vignettes. Each vignette described a hypothetical 
situation of sexual contact involving a child. The respondents (n=521) were asked to 
indicate on a scale of one to ten whether they regarded each of the vignettes as definitely 
sexual abuse, definitely not sexual abuse or something in between. The purpose of the 
study was to test the significance of nine variables which Finkelhor & Redfield suspected 
influence the public’s decisions about whether or not an incident should be labelled “child 
sexual abuse”. These nine vaiiables were:
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age of victim • sexual act
age of perpeti'ator • consent
relationship between victim and perpetr ator • consequence
sex of victim * sex of respondent
sex of perpetrator
While Finkelhor & Redfield acknowledge that the situations described in their vignettes 
were unusual and unlikely, they explain that:
 this was exactly the purpose of the experiment: to explore the
boundaries of people’s definitions of sexual abuse. By giving people 
situations that were unlike the real life situations that they have to classify, 
we found out just what the rules were that they used to make the 
classifications.
(Finkelhor & Redfield 1984, pp. 110-111)
The results of the study showed that respondents tended to see most of the vignettes as 
sexually abusive: 60% of all vignettes were rated at 8, 9 or 10.
Finkelhor & Redfield found that the two most important vaiiables were the age of the 
perpeti'ator and tlie type of act committed. They write:
 once people knew that the perpetrator was an adult, they were pretty
certain to rate it as “definitely sexual abuse”, no matter what the other
variables were once they knew the act involved was intercourse or
attempted intercoiu'se the same held h'ue.
(Finkelhor & Redfield 1984, p .I l l )
Conversely, if the perpetrator was another child, or if the act was “calling the child a 
whore”, the respondents were likely to rate the vignette as less abusive.
While Finkelhor & Redfield accept that vaiiables other than the age of the perpeuator and 
the natiu'e of the sexual act involved also contiibuted to their respondents perceptions of 
abuse, they ai'gue that the influence of these other vaiiables was ‘considerably smaller’ 
(Finkelhor & Redfield 1984, p.111). Their reseai'ch found that variables such as the 
consequence of tlie incident did not to seem to make much difference.
Sexual Act: As has akeady been stated, the incidents which were most likely to be 
defined as abusive were those which involved intercourse or attempted intercourse.
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However, fondling a child’s sex organs was also rated as highly abusive and being 
exposed to an exhibitionist was considered to be one of the more abusive acts.
Age of Victim: Vignettes which involved either very young children or adolescents 
were likely to be considered less abusive. Finkelhor & Redfield suggest that incidents 
involving other children (ie pre-adolescents and eai'ly adolescents) are more likely to be 
considered by the public as abusive because pre-adolescents and eaiiy adolescents are old 
enough to be aware of sexual meanings but too young to be sexually involved.
Age o f Perpetrator: While the age of adult perpetrators made little difference to the 
perceived abusiveness of the situation (ie all incidents involving adults were likely to be 
rated as abusive), the age of the perpeti’ator did make a difference if the perpetrator was 
less than 20 years of age. Sexual acts which were peipetrated by teenagers were 
considered more abusive than those initiated by younger children.
Relationship: The incidents which were considered most abusive were those which 
involved a male peipetrator and a female victim. Incidents involving female peipeti’ators 
and female victims were rated least abusive. Father-daughter and male relative-girl 
relationships were rated very highly as abuse by both men and women. As Finkelhor & 
Redfield argue, these are the sorts of incidents which most often come to public and 
professional attention. Overall, the study found that respondents made ‘only a weak and 
inconsistent distinction’ (Finkelhor & Redfield 1984, p. 116) between intiafamilial and 
extrafamilial relationships. While some incestuous contacts (such as those involving 
fathers and daughters) were considered significantly more abusive than non-family 
contacts, other family relationships (particularly if the older person was a woman or a 
sibling) were not regai'ded as particularly serious. Thus, Finkelhor & Redfield conclude 
that “incest” is not one of the sti’onger norms governing people’s judgement of sexual 
abuse of children. Finkelhor & Redfield write:
 people do not automatically place any sexual relationship involving a
relative in a category of special seriousness. They may do so for some 
particular family relationships, such as father-daughter incest, but not for 
family relationships as a whole. Other factors about the sexual contact, the 
ages and sexes of participants, for example, outweigh and complicate the 
simple issue of whetlier of not it was incest.
(Finkelhor & Redfield 1984, p.l 18)
Conditions o f Consent: The vignettes were rated significantly higher if the child 
objected strongly. Situations in which the young person did anything other than object
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strenuously were rated as less abusive. Finkelhor & Redfield ai'gue that this is a result of 
the popular misconception that childi’en want or desei’ve to be sexually abused. They 
suggest that the public should be taught that children can react passively to CSA for a 
number of reasons.
Consequences'. Finkelhor & Redfield found that this vaiiable was the least important. 
It exerted a vei’y minimal influence over respondents in their ratings of the vignettes.
Gender o f Respondent The study showed that men and women rated the vignettes 
differently. Males consistently gave lower ratings to the vignettes (regai’dless of sex, act, 
relationship and age) than women did. Finkelhor & Redfield (p. 120) offer four possible 
explanations for this finding:
• the influence of a long history of subtle tolerations of this kind of 
behaviom* in the male subculture
• the result of pornographic media which have tended to legitimate such 
behaviour
• as males ai’e sexually abused less frequently than females, they may be 
less alarmed and therefore take the problem less seriously
• male socialisation
Some years after Finkelhor & Redfield had conducted their research, Broussard, Wagner 
& Kazelskis (1991) carried out a similar study. Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis were 
also interested in exploring perceptions of child sexual abuse and surveyed 360 
undergraduate students (180 females and 180 males). They asked theh’ respondents to 
comment on a vignette which described a sexual interaction between an adult and a 15- 
year-old child. All of tlie situations described in the vignettes were extr a-familial. Each 
respondent was asked to comment on just one vignette. The vignettes varied according to 
the following variables:
• sex of victim
•  s e x  o f  p e r p e t r a t o r
• victim response
A fourth variable which was also considered was the sex of the respondent. Broussard, 
Wagner & Kazelskis asked their respondents to rate (on a five point scale) the extent to 
which the incident was an example of CSA, the accuracy of the vignette's representation 
of a child's reaction to sexual abuse and the effect of the sexual experience on the child.
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Like Finkelhor & Redfield, Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis found that interactions 
between male victims and female peipetrators were viewed by the students who took part 
in theh* study as less representative of child sexual abuse than other interactions (eg 
between female victims and male perpetrators). Interactions between male victims and 
female peipetrators were perceived as less harmful for the victims. The study also 
showed tliat the respondents tliought that it was more realistic for a male victim to respond 
in an encouraging manner to a female perpeti’ator than victims involved in other victim- 
perpetrator gender combinations. Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis write:
This viewpoint may be due in part to the media's glorification of sexual 
interaction between teenage boys and older women (eg The Graduate, 
Summer of '42) a belief that may consider the absence of resistance as an 
indication that sexual interaction between a 15-year-old male and a 35-year- 
old female is an acceptable means of providing sex education for boys.
(Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis 1991, p.275)
A further finding of the study was that male perpetrators were viewed as significantly 
more harmful to male victims and female perpetrators were regai’ded as significantly more 
harmful to female victims when the child responds in an encouraging way.
In hne with the findings of Finkelhor & Redfield, Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis found 
that female respondents viewed the adult-child interactions described in the vignettes as 
more representative of child sexual abuse. Female respondents in the Broussard, Wagner 
& Kazelskis study also viewed the incidents described in the vignettes as more realistic in 
their portrayal of a child's reaction of sexual abuse and they viewed these interactions as 
more harmful to the victims. Broussard, Wagner and Kazelskis suggest that this might be 
a result of the fact that females are more likely than males to experience a sexual assault 
and are therefore more likely to be aware of the issues involved. (A similai’ suggestion is 
offered by Finkelhor & Redfield.)
From the results of then study, Broussard, Wagner and Kazelskis conclude that there is a 
need for continued public education concerning the issues involved in child sexual abuse. 
They suggest, for example, that such programmes should emphasise that males appear- to 
suffer the same psychological trauma as females.
Broussard, Wagner and Kazelskis warn that the results of their study of undergraduate 
students should not be generalised to the general population without further research. 
They argue for the sampling of nonstudent populations and recommend that further 
studies should involve professionals whose work involves the management of CSA cases.
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Broussard, Wagner and Kazelskis suggest that the results of these studies of different 
occupational gi'oups could be used in developing educational programmes specifically for 
the needs of these professionals.
Investigating professional perceptions of child sexual abuse was one of the aims of 
Attebeny-Bennett (1987)'s PhD thesis, which is reported in Haugaard & Reppucci 
(1988), Attebeny-Bennett's study involved 255 respondents who were selected from 
four groups of professionals most likely to be involved in cases of CSA (legal 
professionals, protective seiwice workers, probation and paiole workers and mental health 
professionals) and a group of parents not in these professions. The sample comprised of 
approximately 50 people from each of the five groups. The respondents were presented 
with a series of 48 vignettes and were asked to rate each vignette on a five point rating 
scale which ranged foim definitely sexual abuse to definitely not sexual abuse. Attebeny- 
Bennett vaiied the following vaiiables:
• age of child (5, 10 of 15 years old)
• sex of parent-child combination (motlier-son, father-daughter)
• the act involved
parent hugs the child
kisses the child on the lips as tlie parent goes to work in the 
morning
sleeps in the same bed with the child
enters the bathroom without knocking while child is batliing
is nude in front of the child
photographs the child in the nude
touches the child’s genitals
has sexual intercourse with the child
The word "often" was included in each vignette. This ensured that all acts occuixed with 
the same frequency. In addition to inviting his respondents to provide a rating for the 
extent to which they perceived each incident as sexual abuse, Attebeny-Bennett also asked 
his respondents to rate eight possible intervention strategies on a five point scale. (These 
strategies included family therapy, removal of the child from the home and prosecution of 
the adult in court.) Attebeny-Bennett's study found that acts involving fathers and 
daughters were rated as more abusive than the same acts involving mothers and sons. For 
example, while 52% of respondents thought that intervention was necessary if a father 
entered the bathioom while his five year old daughter was in the bath, only 25% or 
respondents suggested some soit of inteiwention if a mother entered the bathroom while 
her five year old son was in the batli. This finding was in common with the results of the
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studies by Finkelhor & Redfield and Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis which found that 
incidents involving female perpetiators and male victims were less likely to be defined as 
abusive than other interactions. The study also found that the ratings of abusiveness 
increased with an increase in the age of the child. (The one exception to this was when the 
act involved was sexual intercoui'se. Intercourse was always perceived as abuse, 
regardless of the age of the child.) The study found a conesponding increase in the 
percentage of respondents indicating that intervention was necessary with the age of the 
child. For example, while 74% of respondents indicated that some inteiwention was 
necessai'y if a parent appeared naked in front of a five yeai' old child, 90% suggested that 
inteiwention was necessary if the child was 10 or 15 years of age. Haugaard & Reppucci 
point out that Atteberry-Bennett's findings differ from those of Finkelhor & Redfield in 
that Finkelhor & Redfield found that acts involving adolescents were viewed as less 
abusive than acts involving preadolescent and early adolescent children.
In keeping with Finkelhor & Redfield's findings, Attebeny-Bennett found that the most 
abusive act was sexual intercourse. His study found that there was agreement that some 
inteiwention was necessary when sexual intercourse was involved (regardless of the age of 
the child or the parent-child relationship). Attebeny-Bennett also found much agi*eement 
that intervention was necessary if the act involved touching genitals or photographing tlie 
child in the nude (again, regardless of the age or parent-child relationship). The least 
abusive act in Atteberry-Bennett's study was hugging.
When Atteberry-Bennett compared the views of the different professional groupings 
involved in his study, he found that mental health and legal professionals used 
consistently different definitions of abuse. For example, the mental health professionals 
rated vignettes involving pai'ents being nude in front of five and ten year old children as 
being consistently more abusive than the legal professionals did. Mental health 
professionals rated vignettes involving pai’ents and children sleeping in the same bed as 
significantly more abusive than did any other group. Acts which involved parents 
touching a child's genitals were perceived as significantly less abusive by the legal 
professionals than they were by any other group. In teims of possible intervention 
strategies, the mental health professionals recommended family, child and adult therapy 
more often than legal professionals. While protective service workers were most in 
favour of referrals to child protective sei-vice agencies for investigation, parents and legal 
professionals were least in favour of this intei*vention strategy. No gi’oup was highly in 
favour of removing the child from the home, although parents were less opposed to this 
than the professional groups were. Mental health professionals were significantly more 
willing to remove the adult from the home than tlie legal professionals and probation and 
parole workers were. Prosecution of the peipetrator was not highly endorsed by any
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group. However, legal professionals, pai'ents, probation and parole workers were less in 
favom* of this form of intervention than mental health professionals were.
Haugaard & Reppucci outline a number of possible limitations associated with Attebeiiy- 
Bennett’s study. These include the size of the sample, the use of a restricted number of 
one line vignettes and the fact that the sample consisted entirely of Vhginians. Haugaaid 
and Reppucci also warn that the answers given by Attebeny-Bennett's respondents may 
have been influenced by the fact that the questionnaire was concerned specifically with 
child sexual abuse and this may have encouraged them to define situations as abusive 
which they might not have done in an otlier situation.
Some conclusions from the Previous Studies of Public and P rofession al 
Perceptions of Child Sexual Abuse
A number of conclusions can be made about public perceptions of CSA from the three 
studies which have been reported in the preceding discussion. Firstly, it would appeai* 
that situations which involve sexual intercourse (or attempted intercourse) between a 
young person and an adult are extremely likely to be defined as abuse. It would seem that 
an incident which involves fondling a child's genitals is also likely to be perceived as 
abusive. A second conclusion is that incidents involving a father and his daughter ai-e 
more likely to be defined as abuse than incidents which involve a mother and her son. 
Thirdly, while there would appear to be some discrepancies between the findings of 
Finkelhor & Redfield and Atteberry-Bennett, generally, it would appear that the older the 
child involved, the more likely it is that the situation will be perceived as abuse. A final 
conclusion is that female respondents are more likely than male respondents to view an 
incident as abuse. A number of possible explanations for this conclusion are given.
As was documented earlier in this Chapter, almost all of the studies summarised in Table 
1.2 were conducted in America. None of the studies which focused on public perceptions 
of child sexual abuse were carried out in Britain. Therefore, the main study reported in 
this thesis differed from the studies reported in Table 1.2 in tliat it was conducted in 
Britain. A second way in which the present study differed from previous studies was that 
the present study was specifically concerned with the effect which the gender of the victim 
had on perceptions of abuse. Previous studies, especially Finkelhor and Redfield (1984), 
explored the effect of the relationship between the victim and the peipetrator and were 
paiticulaiiy interested in tlie different perceptions of incidents involving adult male-female 
child and adult female-male child pairs. The present study was specifically interested in 
what happened if the gender of the victim changes. It was hypothesised that the public ai'e
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less likely to take action on a possible case of CSA if the young person involved was a 
boy rather than a girl.
Five Explanations why, the Public might Ignore a Possible Case of CSA 
involving a Male Victim
The remainder of tliis chapter is devoted to outlining the explanations given in the existing 
literature as to why members of the public might be more likely to ignore a possible case 
of CSA if the victim is a boy. The explanations come under five main headings: disbelief 
that boys can be sexually abused (especially if the alleged peipetrator is a woman), 
blaming the boy himself for the abuse, minimisation of the effects of the abuse, concern at 
what other people might think if the adult (who the boy has chosen to tell about the abuse) 
decides to take any further action and, finally, the differences between the acting out 
behaviour of boys and girls who have been sexually abused.
(i) Disbelief
One reason why members of tlie public might not report a case of CSA involving a boy, is 
simply a disbelief that boys can be sexually abused. Several researchers have cited cases 
of boys who have reported being the victims of CSA only to find that then stories were 
treated with disbelief. For example, Roberts (1992) cites the case of Andrew and Nasjleti 
(1980) reports on a questionnaire which was completed by a group of boys undertaking a 
CSA treatment programme. Freeman-Longo (1986) argues that the reason the public does 
not believe that boys can be sexually abused is that, traditionally, sexual abuse has been 
thought of as a crime involving a female victim and a male peipetrator. He ai'gue s that this 
view is still popular today, since reported crime statistics continue to reflect the idea that 
the primai'y targets of sexual abuse and sexual aggiession aie women and female childi'en 
(Freeman-Longo 1986, p.411). Nasjleti (1980) argues that the public find it difficult to 
believe that boys can be sexually abused because of the lack of attention given to the topic 
by the media.
According to some of the literature, there aie still some professionals (let alone ordinai'y 
members of the public) who simply refuse to accept that a boy can be sexually abused. In 
an article entitled "Twenty myths that justify not tackling child sexual abuse", Mon'ison 
Roberts and Will (1987) claim that one of these myths is a belief that boys are never 
sexually abused. However, Moixison, Roberts and Will write the reality is that:
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As our knowledge of sexual abuse gi’ows, it is becoming apparent that the 
sexual abuse of boys is far more common than was previously supposed.
(Morrison, Roberts & Will 1987, p.9)
Nasjleti (1980) also discusses the fact that some professionals simply do not accept that 
boys can be sexually abused. She writes:
Many professionals too often disbelieve a boy's report of sexual abuse. A 
police officer once told the writer that he found it difficult to believe a boy 
"could be raped" because "a boy could prevent being raped if he wanted to".
(Nasjleti 1980, p,272)
If there are still some professionals who (despite supposedly being educated in such 
matters) refuse to accept tliat boys can be sexually abused, how much more likely is it that 
ordinai'y members of the public will dismiss a possible case of CSA simply because they 
do not accept that boys can be sexually abused?
According to the literature (eg Watkins & Bentovim 1992) it is sometimes argued that 
women do not sexually abuse children. So if a boy claims that he was abused by a 
woman, then it is possible that the person whom he chooses to tell about his experience(s) 
might simply dismiss his story because his “abuser” was a woman. Moreover, it is 
sometimes thought that boys who have sexual intercourse with their mothers suffer from 
mental illness (eg Nasjleti 1980). However, there is evidence in the literature that boys ai'e 
indeed abused by women (eg Catanzarite 1980, Faller 1989 & Shengold 1980) and this is 
not because tlie boy is mentally ill.
(ii) Blaming the Victim
Another reason why an adult might choose not to report an alleged case of CSA involving 
a boy, is that it is sometimes thought that boys who have been sexually abused should 
(and, indeed, could) have done something to prevent the abuse. The blame for the abuse 
therefore lies with the male victim who was not able to prevent himself from being 
abused. It is not uncommon to read in the media of cases where a girl has been blamed 
for her own abuse, but it is often for different reasons than those for which a boy might be 
blamed for his own abuse. While gii'ls are often blamed for somehow encouraging the 
abuse (eg by their choice of provocative clothing), boys tend to be blamed for the abuse 
because it is thought that they could have done something to prevent it. Society, as is
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discussed earlier in this chapter, believes that boys should not allow tliemselves to become 
victims. Rogers and Teiiy (1984) write:
 there is a tendency to blame the boy who fails to forcibly resist the
assault. Passive acquiescence in the face of demonstrable threat is 
reformulated in terms of the victim's own lack of masculinity: "A real boy 
would never let someone do that without fighting back"; "He must have 
wanted to do it because he didn't resist";.....
(Rogers & Teixy 1984, p.92)
(iii) Minimisation of the Effects of the Abuse
For a vaiiety of reasons it is sometimes thought by society that sexual abuse is less serious 
for boys than it is for girls. In some ways this belief seems to be supported by the 
findings of a study of 12-17 yeai' old boys on a CSA treatment programme in America. 
The study found that most boys "just wanted to forget it ever happened" (Nasjleti 1980, 
p.240).
Roberts (1992) claims that there is a cultural bias that sexual abuse does not harm boys. 
However, in a study of the long-term sequelae of sexual abuse, Briere et al (1988) 
conclude that:
 the cuirent findings indicate that males aie no more immune to the effects
of sexual victimization than are females, despite theh* hypothesized tendency 
to avoid seeking help for such experiences.
(Briere et al 1988, p.461)
While Blanchai'd (1986) argues that boys do rate their assault as being less traumatic than 
girls, he claims tliat one study concludes that male self-esteem suffers greater damage.
According to Rogers and Teiry (1994) and Roane (1992), many of the boys who suffer 
CSA are abused by other juveniles/teenagers. Rogers and Teiry (1984, p.93) claim that 
while 28% of giiis are abused by a juvenile, 56% of boys aie abused by another young 
person. Such incidents are likely to be labelled by members of the public as 
"inappropriate sex play" (Rogers & Terry 1984), rites of passage or sexual 
expeiimentation with peers ratlier than as abuse. Rogers and Terry claim that this is likely 
to be true:
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 even in cases where the age differences are exti'eme (eg six or ten yeai’s)
or where force or threats of force have been used. While we routinely 
identify the 8-year-old girl engaged in intercourse by a 16-yeai'-old boy as a 
victim, we often fail to apply the same standai'd when the victim is a boy.
(Rogers & Teny 1984, p.92)
It appeal's that it can sometimes be possible for the boys themselves to be uns me as to 
whether they have been abused or not. Peake (1989) claims that many boys are unsure 
whether their experience was a "rite of passage" or an assault. The fact that boys aie more 
likely than girls to be abused in gi'oups means that they aie likely to be confused as to 
whether they were abused or if what happened to them happens to all boys.
Reference has already been made to the fact that cases of CSA involving a female abuser 
ai'e sometimes dismissed because it is thought that women do not sexually abuse children. 
However, cases involving a female abuser can also be dismissed because it is thought that 
such an experience is harmless. Evidence that this belief is accepted by society can be 
found in the three previous studies - Finkelhor & Redfield (1984), Broussaid, Wagner & 
Kazelskis (1991) and Attebeiry-Bennet (1987) - which explored perceptions of child 
sexual abuse. Dimock argues that:
 the socialization process that encourages males to seek multiple female
experiences would make it less likely that a sexual experience with an older 
female would be recognised as abuse and therefore less likely to be reported.
(Dimock 1988, p.204)
Peake writes:
There is a sense in om' society that early sexual experiences ai'e somehow a 
part of most boys lives. As adults and pai'ents we continue to prefer girls to 
be innocent, and expect boys to be worldly wise.
(Peake 1989, p.46)
Just as Peake (1989) ai'gues that boys who have been abused by other boys can be unsure 
whether what they experienced was abuse of merely a “rite of passage”, she also claims 
that boys who have been sexually abused by a woman are similarly confused about 
whether they have experienced abuse or a “rite of passage” (Peake 1989, p.46). A 
number of other researchers claim that sexual activity between a boy and a woman is 
viewed as being either not haimful to the boy or even a positive experience (Nasjleti 
1980). However, Nasjleti (1980) claims that a boy who has been sexually abused by his
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mother may become an incestuous father, a rapist or may suffer from schizophrenia. 
Nasjleti warns that:
 s e d u c t i o n  o f  a  b o y  b y  h i s  m o t h e r ,  m o t h e r  s u iT O g a te  o r  s i g n i f i c a n t  a d u l t
female in his life is deüimental to a boy's psychosocial development. The 
negative effects of such sexual experience ai'e numerous, and most endanger 
the well-being of women and childi'en, who become victims of men who, as 
boys, were sexually abused by women.
(Nasjleti 1980, p.271)
(iv) Concern at What Other People Might Think
Some adults may be prepared to accept that a boy was sexually abused themselves, but 
they may be concerned whether other people will accept the boy’s account of what 
happened. They may be womed about the ramifications for botli the boy and themselves 
if they decide to take action on what the boy has told them.
Similai' concerns may be held by an adult if tlie victim was a girl, but because of some of 
the other "myths" which have already been discussed in this chapter it is possible that the 
story is less likely to be believed if the victim is a boy (eg other people may not believe 
that boys can be sexually abused, or they may minimise the effects of the abuse on boys ).
One possible reason why a case of CSA involving a boy might not be reported is a 
concern that the boy might be ridiculed for allowing himself to become a victim. At the 
beginning of this chapter, reference was made to the fact that our society does not permit 
males to express feelings of helplessness and vulnerability. Because of this, any boy who 
has allowed himself to become a victim is likely to be ridiculed for this. It might therefore 
be tliought that it would be better for the victim if he simply forgot about tlie abuse - rather 
than risk being ridiculed for allowing himself to become a victim.
Some people may be wary of taking action on an incident in which a boy has been 
sexually abused by another male because of the homosexual nature of the abuse. 
Reference was also made at the beginning of the chapter to the fact that many sexually 
abused boys are abused by men and this therefore gives rise to questions about the boy's 
sexual orientation. Given society's present reaction to homosexuality, it is possible that it 
might be assumed that it would be better for the victim if he forgot about the abuse rather 
than taking the matter any further and risk being labelled "homosexual". Society's fear 
that all abused childi'en go on to become abusers themselves is one of the issues raised in
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Roberts' (1992) article on Andi'ew - a 15-yeai'-old survivor of CSA. Roberts reports that 
some of Andi’ew's relatives regarded Mm as a risk to their childi'en. He writes:
Andi’ew is a young man at the centi’e of two of society's misconceptions: 
abused boys invariably abuse others; and they become homosexual.
(Roberts 1992, p. 17)
It is possible that people might decide that it would be better for a male victim to keep quite 
about his abuse, rather than go tMrough the rest of his life being regarded by others as a 
risk to children. Roberts goes on:
It is crucial for those of us involved in this ai’ea of work to understand that 
not all young males who ai’e sexually abused abuse others.
(Roberts 1992, p. 17)
Given the potential problems associated with reporting a suspected case of CSA which 
involves a male victim, it is perhaps not too surprising that Mike Lew (a survivor of CSA 
himself) claims that some people fear reporting such a case would be like opening up a can 
of worms. Lew writes:
It is too ugly, too frightening, or an otherwise too distasteful “can of 
woims”, and they don’t want to touch it.
(Lew 1993, p.263)
(v) Differences in the Acting Out Behaviours of Boys and Girls Who Have 
Been Abused
A final reason why a case of CSA involving a male victim is less likely to be reported tlian 
a case involving a female victim, is the difference in the acting out behaviour of boys and 
girls who have been sexually abused. Peake (1989) makes the point that the acting out 
behaviours which sei*ve as warning signs of abuse among male victims of CSA aie likely 
to include aggi’ession, delinquency and sexual offending. She writes:
These behaviours are seen as potentially threatening and so are often dealt 
with at face value and in a punitive way, by either social services and/or the 
police.
(Peake 1989, p.47)
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It is therefore likely that society will be more concerned with dealing with the acting out 
behaviour of a boy who has been sexually abused than with investigating the cause of the 
behaviour. In contrast, Peake ai'gues that girls who have been sexually abused aie likely 
to display warning signs which are likely to be treated more sympathetically by the child 
guidance and protection sei*vices such as eating disorders, running away and suicide 
attempts.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER ONE
This chapter began with a brief ovei'view of what is presently known about child sexual 
abuse. It then went on to discuss some of the problems which are distinct to the sexual 
abuse of boys. In particulai', it outlined the reasons given in the existing literature as to 
why someone is less likely to tell about an alleged case of CSA if it involves a male victim 
rather than a female victim. Also included in this chapter was a review of some previous 
studies which have explored public and/or professional perceptions of child abuse. Three 
of these studies were pai’ticularly relevant for the present study because they explored 
public and/or professional perceptions of child sexual abuse. These studies found that the 
situations which are most likely to be viewed as CSA are those which involve sexual 
intercourse (or attempted intercourse) between a young person and an adult. Incidents 
which involve fondling a child's genitals are also likely to be regai'ded as abuse. A furtlier 
finding of earlier research is that incidents which involve a father-daughter combination 
are more likely to be viewed as abuse than incidents involving interactions between 
mothers and sons. While there are some discrepancies between the findings of different 
studies in relation to the age of the child involved and the likelihood of the incident being 
viewed as sexually abusive, generally it would seem that the older the child involved, the 
more likely it is that the situation will be perceived as abuse. A final finding from 
previous reseai'ch is that female respondents are more likely than male respondents to 
regard an incident as sexual abuse. The aims of the research described in this thesis were 
to investigate the prevalence of child sexual abuse (particularly with regard to male 
victims) and to explore whether the likelihood of a member of the public telling about a 
possible case of CSA is in any way influenced by gender of the young person involved. 
The aims, design and methods used in the research will be outlined in the following 
chapter.
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Chapter Two
THE RESEARCH ATMS. DRSTGN &
METHODS
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the design and methods used in the research on 
which this thesis is based. The chapter will discuss why the particular methods used were 
chosen, and it will explain how the reseai’ch was actually caiiied out. However, before 
the methods used in the study are discussed, the main aims of the research will be 
outlined. Although the original intention was that the study would involve gathering data 
from male survivors of child sexual abuse, the research actually involved collecting data 
from students, members of the general public and a small sample of professionals whose 
daily employment is likely to bring them into contact with children who (may) have been 
sexually abused. This change was necessary because gaining access to a sample of male 
sui'vivors proved extremely difficult.
The Aims of the Research
The main aims of tlie research developed over time and comesponded with the evolution of 
the different elements involved in the study. However, the one key theme which remained 
constant tliroughout the various developments in the research was gender differences.
As stated in Chapter One, this research was inspii’ed by the present dearth of empirical 
knowledge concerning the sexual abuse of boys. While a number of previous studies 
have investigated the sexual abuse of girls, few have explored the abuse of boys. The 
intended research had two main aims: the first was to explore the ways in which the sexual 
abuse of boys has been socially constructed and the second was to evaluate the present 
provision of services for males who have been sexually abused during childhood. The 
research therefore depended on tlie successful identification of a sample of male sui’vivors 
who could be intei’viewed about how they came to regard their experiences as sexually 
abusive.
Two approaches were adopted in an attempt to make contact with a sample of men who 
had been sexually abused as childi’en. The fii st approach was simply to write to a number 
of survivors groups as well as agencies and individuals who provide services for 
survivors of CSA to enquire if they were awai’e of any men who would be willing to take
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part in the study. The second approach was to conduct a prevalence study of child sexual 
abuse amongst a sample of university/college students attending institutions in the 
Glasgow area. The questionnaire used in the prevalence study asked male survivors to 
provide their names and addresses if they were wilhng to take part in an intei*view. It was 
therefore hoped that, in addition to allowing for a comparison of the experiences of males 
and females who have been sexually abused, the prevalence study would provide access 
to a small sample of men who had been sexually abused and who were willing be take part 
in the study. As was discussed in Chapter One, previous prevalence studies have, in the 
main, been conducted outside the UK. This study was to be conducted exclusively in 
Scotland.
While the prevalence study was successful in collecting data on sexual abuse, only a small 
number of males admitted to having been abused and none of these men provided their 
names and addresses. Coupled with the fact that only one man responded to the letter 
which was sent out to survivors’ groups and other agencies, it became obvious that it was 
going to be very difficult to identify a sample of male suivivors who were willing to take 
pait in the research. As tlie identification of a sample of male survivors was so crucial for 
the original reseai'ch proposal, it was clear that this would have to be redefined.
When consideration was being given to how tire project might be redefined, it was thought 
important that the distinction between the sexual abuse of giiis and boys be retained. 
Given the difficulties which had already been experienced in attempting to gain access to a 
sample of survivors of CSA, it was accepted that the new project could not involve direct 
contact with survivors. In the end, it was decided that the new project would be an 
investigation of public perceptions of child sexual abuse. While it was anticipated that 
encouraging members of the public to take part in a study of such an exti'emely sensitive 
topic would not be without problems, it was thought that gaining access would be 
considerably easier than it was for the original proposal since it would involve recruiting 
ordinary members of the public and not specifically survivors of abuse. (Of course, given 
the estimates cited in Chapter One of the prevalence of sexual abuse amongst the general 
population, it was expected that a number of the respondents would be survivors.) The 
methods which were used in the study are described in detail later in this chapter. Briefly, 
the study made use of a questionnaire which described a series of six incidents involving 
children. These six incidents ranged from situations which were likely to be perceived by 
the public as abusive to incidents where it was less clear whether abuse had taken place. 
The respondents were asked how likely it was that they would tell someone about each of 
the six incidents. The aim of the study was to explore which incidents the public 
perceived as being serious enough to warrant someone being told about them and who it 
was that should be told. A further aim of the new project was to investigate whether the
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gender of the young person involved in a possible case of CSA makes any difference to 
how the public perceive the incident. (This would allow the researcher to retain his 
interest in gender differences within child sexual abuse.) As is documented in Chapter 
One, the literature suggests a number of reasons why the public are much more likely to 
ignore a possible case of child sexual abuse if the young person involved is male rather 
than female. While a number of previous studies have investigated professional views of 
what constitutes CSA, a much smaller number have focused exclusively on the views of 
ordinary members of the public. It was for this reason that it became very much the main 
study in the present reseai'ch.
Once the main study was complete, it was decided that it would be interesting if the 
responses given by members of the public could be compaied with those of a sample of 
professionals whose daily employment involves bringing them into contact with alleged 
and/or proven cases of child sexual abuse. Unfortunately the questionnaire which was 
produced for completion by members of the public was not appropriate for use with the 
professionals and a number of changes had to be made to the original questionnaire for 
this puipose. Had the decision to include the professionals been made earlier, then it 
would have been possible to produce one questionnaii'e which was suitable for completion 
by the public and the professionals. All of the revisions which had to be made to the 
original questionnaire are documented elsewhere in this chapter (together with 
explanations of why each of the changes was necessary). The most important difference 
between the two questionnaires was that the question which was asked of the public 
"How likely is it that you would tell someone about this incident?" had to be altered in the 
questionnaire for the professionals to "How important do you think is it that someone is 
told about this incident?". Since the questionnaires which were completed by the public 
and the professionals were not identical, the extent to which comparisons between the 
responses given by the two groups ai'e limited. It was, however, hoped that an overall 
compaiison might be made.
Since the main study made use of a comparatively novel reseai'ch technique (ie the vignette 
technique), a gieater proportion of this chapter will be devoted to this study than will be 
devoted to the discussion of the earlier prevalence study (which used the more tiaditional 
method of the conventional questionnaire).
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THE PREVAIÆNCE STUDY
The puipose of this study was to estimate the percentage of the student population living 
in the Glasgow area who have experienced child sexual abuse. Students were chosen 
because of ease of access and their wide, though not representative, range of 
backgi'ounds.
Choosing a Research M
Previous research has made use of a variety of methods (and definitions) to estimate the 
prevalence of child sexual abuse. For example, self-administered questionnaires (eg 
Kelly, Regan & Burton 1991 and Fromuth & Burkhart 1989), face-to-face inteiwiews (eg 
Baker & Duncan 1985), telephone interviews (eg Finkelhor et al 1990) and postal 
interviews (eg Kercher & McShane 1984) have all been used to estimate the prevalence of 
CSA.
In a review of four prevalence studies, Wyatt and Peters (1986b) argue that suiveys using 
the interview technique tend to produce higher prevalence rates than those using self­
administered questionnaires. They write:
A review of the prevalence figures presented earlier suggests that differences 
in the method of data collection may be a highly significant factor conuibuting 
to discrepancies in prevalence rates. In these four studies the use of face-to- 
face interviews is associated with higher prevalence rates than those derived 
from self-administered questionnaires. Furthermore, the greatest similarities 
in prevalence rates are found among studies that share the same method of 
data collection.
(Wyatt & Peters 1986b)
However, no such relationship can be found in the studies shown in Table 1.0 (which 
was presented in Chapter One of this thesis). Indeed, of all the surveys included in Table 
1.0, the highest prevalence rates were found in a study which used a self-administered 
questionnaire (Kelly, Regan & Burton 1991). One possible explanation for the 
discrepancy between the findings of tlie research by Wyatt and Peters and Table 1.0 is the 
fact that none of the four studies used by Wyatt and Peters are included in Table 1.0 which 
summarises the results of a number of more recent studies.
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Since it is not cleat' whether the reseai'ch method used in a prevalence study makes any 
difference to the results of the study, the method adopted in the present study was chosen 
principally on the basis of the practical issues of time and resources. It was decided that a 
self-completion questionnaire would facilitate the collection of the greatest amount of data 
over the shortest period of time. Interviewing respondents would, undoubtedly, have 
taken much longer than asking them to complete a questionnaire. According to McNeill 
(1990), it is quite common for researchers to choose their research methods with such 
practical issues in mind. McNeill claims that researchers:
 do their work in the real world of limited time and resources. Choice of
research methods is often decisively affected by choice of topic, and the 
amount of time, money and work hours available.
(McNeill, 1990, p.9)
In addition to the practical issues of time and resources, using the inteiview technique 
would have raised the question of how easy it would be for female respondents to discuss 
incidents of sexual abuse with a male researcher (particularly when most abusers ai*e 
male).
The Construction of the Questionnaire
Constructing a questionnaire is no easy task, since careful consideration must be given to 
the wording of each of the questions which are to be included. Indeed, Newell (1993) 
argues that:
One of the most important parts of any research suivey is the development of 
the questions. The success of a suivey will depend on tlie questions that are 
asked, the ways in which they aie phrased and the order in which they are 
placed.
(Newell 1993, p.85) 
Newell goes on to provide a list of guidelines for the design of questionnaires:
(i) questions must be relevant for those who are to answer them
(ii) questions must be easily understood and not subject to ambiguity
(pai'ticulai'ly important if the questionnaire is to be completed by the 
respondents themselves)
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(iii) the use of leading questions must be avoided
(iv) double-ban'elled questions (ie those which ask two questions at once
and those which involve the use of double negatives) should not be 
used
(v) hypothetical questions should (if possible) be avoided
(vi) questions which ask for secondary infonuation (ie tire views of people 
other than the respondent) should best be avoided
(vii) be aware that there might be over- or under-reporting of certain 
sensitive issues (eg while respondents are likely to over-report 
contributions to charity, they are likely to under-report the number of 
cigarettes which they smoke)
(from Newell 1993)
After careful consideration had been given to the questions which have been used in otirer, 
similar studies, a 24-item self-administered questionnaire was produced for use in the 
present studyk The first six questions included in the questionnaire were of a 
demographic nature (gender, age and social class etc). Then came question seven - which 
asked the respondents if they had ever been the victim of child sexual abuse. If the 
respondent answered "No" to this question, he/she was informed that he/she need not 
continue any further with the questionnaire but was reminded of the importance of 
returning the questionnaire anyway. If the respondent answered "Yes" or "Unsure", 
he/she was asked to complete the remainder of the questionnaire. As it was hoped to 
explore how the experiences of boys who had been sexually abused differed from those of 
girls, the remaining questions asked the respondent about his/lier experience(s). For 
example, the respondents were asked about the form which the abuse took. They were 
asked how old they were when they were first abused, and they were asked how long the 
abused continued. Respondents were asked about the age of their abuser and they were 
asked about the relationship between the abuser and themselves. The respondents were 
also asked who (if anyone) they had told about the abuse. Since one of the aims of the 
study was to gain access to a sample of males who had been sexually abused as children, 
the final question was addressed at male respondents only. It asked them to provide a 
contact name and address if tlrey were willing to take part in a research inteiview.
1 A  copy o f  the questionnaire which was used in the prevalence study can be found in Appendix 1.
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It was acknowledged that completing a questionnaire such as the one used in the present 
study could be potentially upsetting for a respondent who had been the victim of CSA-. 
Because of this, the questionnau'e suggested where the respondents might go for help^ if 
they were to find completing the questionnaire upsetting.
For pragmatic reasons it was decided that, wherever possible, closed questions should be 
used in the questionnaire. While open questions allow respondents to answer the 
questions in any way they wish, closed questions ask the respondents to choose their 
answers from a given list of responses'^. There are a number of advantages of using 
closed questions for both the researcher and the respondent. From the point of view of 
the researcher, the advantage of closed questions is that they can be pre-coded. This 
means that they can be easily put on to computer - thus saving time (and money). From 
the point of view of the respondent, closed questions are less time consuming to complete 
than open questions since the respondent simply has to tick the appropriate answer. 
However, closed questions do force the respondents to choose between the answers 
provided - and in some cases an appropriate answer may not be included on the list. (One 
solution to this problem is to include the category “other” in the pre-coded answers.) In 
reality, most questionnaires use a mixture of both open and closed questionnâmes. 
However, Newell writes that:
 when large numbers of individuals are to be studied by self-completion
questionnaire, it is best to use mainly closed questions.
(Newell 1993, p. 103)
2 According to Tony Rees (Rees 1991), most researchers are liable to com e across a number of ethical 
problems such as this while conducting their research.
 ̂ Usually the student counselling service at the respondent's own institution.
A  third type o f question are field-coded questions. When field-coded questions are used, the respondent 
gives whatever answer they like and the interviewer codes their answer into one o f  a number o f  
response categories provided on the interview schedule. Clearly, field-coded questions can only be used 
in an interview situation and are not appropriate for a self-administered questionnaire - such as the one 
used in the present study.
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The Definition of Child Sexual Abuse used in the Study
While all of the questions used in the questionnaire had to be given caieful consideration, 
particular attention had to be given to the wording of question seven - the question which 
asked the respondent if he/she had ever, as a child, been sexually abused. This question 
had to be given special consideration as it contained the definition of CSA used in the 
survey, and the definition used would have major implications for the prevalence rates 
which the study was likely to find. The effect which the choice of definition can have on 
the prevalence rate was discussed in Chapter One and is perhaps best demonstrated in the 
study by Kelly, Regan and Burton (1991). Depending on the definition used, their study 
showed that the prevalence rates can range between 5% and 59% for women, and 2% and 
27% for men.
Since there ar e many different definitions of what constitutes child sexual abuse, devising 
a "perfect" definition of CSA is well nigh impossible. However, the would-be researcher 
can take comfort in the following advice form Haugaard and Emery:
Rather than searching for the ideal definition, a commitment to providing 
reasoned, cleai* definitions of child sexual abuse in each study is needed.
(Haugaard & Emery 1989, p.99)
As one of the aims of the present study was to explore the respondents’ own, subjective 
views of what constitutes CSA, it was decided that the respondents themselves should be 
allowed to define CSA, rather than enforcing a definition on them. It would appear that 
allowing respondents themselves to define CSA is uncommon, since all otlier prevalence 
studies seem to set down at least one condition as to what constitutes child sexual abuse. 
The only condition which was laid down in the present study was that the respondent 
should have been under 16 years of age (ie the age of consent in Britain) at the time when 
the incident happened for the experience to be considered abusive. In the end, the 
question put to respondents was:
Before the age of 16, did you ever experience what you considered then, or 
now, to be sexual abuse?
The answers available to the respondents were “Yes”, “Unsure” and “No”.
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The Sample
For pragmatic reasons, it was decided that a sample of university and college students 
would be used for the prevalence study. Although other prevalence studies have used 
samples of students, the dangers of generalising the results of a study using the student 
population to the general population ai'e well documented in the literature (eg Finkelhor 
1979, pp.38-39). Students are not typical of the general population because they are often 
younger than the rest of the population, they tend to come from middle-class families and 
they are, clearly, better educated than the general population. This thhd point is perhaps 
the most serious in a study of sexual experiences during childhood such as the present 
study. Because of the devastating effects of CSA on children, it is possible that many 
victims of CSA do not do academically well enough at school to gain entry to higher 
education. If tliis is the case, then prevalence rates found in student samples will be much 
lower than those for the general population. However, because of the limited time and 
resources, it was decided that the student population would be used for the present study.
Ideally, the questionnaire would have been consciously distributed amongst a random, 
representative sample of the student population in Glasgow. However, given the amount 
of time and effort which would have been involved in constructing a representative 
sample, it was decided that this would not be a justifiable use of resources. In an attempt 
to reach students who were studying a range of subjects, the questionnaires were 
distributed amongst different classes in each of the institutions. This was thought 
important in case students who have been sexually abused are more likely to study 
particular subjects (eg social science-based subjects). It was also considered important 
that the questionnaire be distributed amongst different classes since some subjects tend to 
be dominated by either male or female students.
The characteristics of tlie final sample are summaiised in Table 2.2.
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From Table 2.1 it can be seen that the sample was split almost equally between males and 
females^. As would be expected, over 7 out of 10 respondents were under 21 years of 
age. Almost 70% of the sample said that the occupational gi'oup of the families in which 
they gi'ew up was non-manual. Over 9 out of 10 respondents described their ethnic 
background as white. The three largest classes to take part in the study were Psychology, 
Engineering and Computing Studies.
Because it is not known if the sample was representative of the student population, careful 
consideration must be given to the extent to which the findings of the study can be
 ̂ According to the Government Statistical Service (Government Statistical Service 1995, Table 23b, 
p.73), the percentage o f males and females provisionally enrolled in further and higher education (full 
time and part time) for the session 1994/95 (ie the session during which this study was carried out) was 
45.3% and 54.7% respectively.
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generalised to the entire student population. However, in their review of four prevalence 
studies, Wyatt and Peters (Wyatt & Peters 1986b) argue that the use of a random sample 
might be desirable but it is not sufficient when estimating prevalence rates for CSA. They 
argue that both the highest and lowest prevalence rates were derived from random 
samples.
Whatever methods of samphng a researcher uses, Sai*a Arber warns tliat he/she should:
 recognise the constraints on interpretations which arise from their
method of sampling, and honestly and clearly note them for their readers.
(Arber 1993, p.73)
Gainjng Access to Sample
An initial approach was made to two universities and two colleges within the Glasgow 
area. In the fu'st instance, contact was made witli the students' associations and questions 
were asked about who was the best person/department to approach in each institution to 
request permission to include their students in the sample. While a representative from 
one institution was happy to give his permission during the initial telephone conversation 
for the students in his class to be included in the sample, the other three asked that the 
request be put in writing or that a copy of the questionnaire be sent to them. In the end, 
three of the institutions (two universities and one college) agreed to take part in the study.
T_he_Pistribution of the Questionnaire
Almost all questionnâmes were distiibuted to students at lecture theatres before the 
commencement of a lecture^. The students were asked to complete the questionnaires in 
their own time and to return them at the next meeting of the class. It was thought 
important that the questionnaires were completed outwith the confines of the lecture theatre 
for two reasons. Firstly, it was unlikely that lecturers would have allowed their teaching 
time to have been “wasted” while the questionnahe was being completed. Secondly, and 
perhaps more importantly, it was unlikely that the respondents would have been honest in 
theii' responses if they had to complete the questionnaire while sitting beside their fellow 
students. (Of course, the disadvantage of allowing the students to take the questionnaires
 ̂ Prior arrangements having first been made with the lecturer concerned.
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away with them was that, inevitably, a significant proportion of the questionnaires would 
never be seen again by the researcher.) Usually the questionnaires were distributed and 
collected by the researcher. There were a small number of occasions when this was not 
possible, A total of 683 questionnaires were distributed between all three institutions. 
Just over half (52.6%) of the questionnaires were returned.
THE MAIN STUDY
The main study used in this research was an investigation of public perceptions of CSA. 
The aim of the study was to find out whether there is any consensus amongst the general 
population as to what constitutes child sexual abuse. In particular, the study was to test 
the hypothesis that members of the public were less likely to take action about an alleged 
case of CSA if the victim was male than if the victim was female. The study made use of 
the comparatively innovative method of the vignette technique. Before the value of the 
technique can be discussed, it is fir st necessary to explain what a vignette actually is.
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What is a **Yignetleü ?
Several descriptions of vignettes can be found in the literature. For example, Janet Finch 
provides the following description:
These are short stories about hypothetical characters in specified 
cmcumstances, to whose situation the interviewee is invited to respond.
(Finch 1985, p. 105)
Alexander and Becker describe vignettes as:
 short descriptions of a person or a social situation which contain precise
references to what are thought to be the most important factors in the 
decision-making or judgement-making processes of respondents. Thus, 
rather than allowing or requiiing respondents to impute such information 
themselves in reacting to simple, direct, abstract questions about the person 
or situation, the additional detail is provided by the reseai'cher and is thereby 
standardised across respondents.
(Alexander & Becker 1978, p.94)
Finally, Patrick West claims that:
Vignettes, aie (usually) brief written, spoken or pictorial representations of 
persons in situations. On the basis of the information provided (the 
stimulus) respondents are asked one or more questions of relevance to the 
research interest which might, for example, involve an association of ideas, 
expression of feeling, a judgement, a recommendation, or all of these or 
almost none at all save a request for comment.
(West 1982, p .l)
Vignettes, then, are brief descriptions of hypothetical characters or situations, which the 
researcher asks the respondents to comment on in the hope of gaining some insight into 
the views, attitudes and/or behaviours of the population from which the sample has been 
drawn.
As an example of a vignette, Alexander and Becker cite tlie following case:
Mr Miller is a salesman who works for you. He comes into your office one 
morning to tell you that he has been drinking, occasionally quite heavily,
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while on the job. He is a man with two yeai's of college, black, single, about 
22, and had been working for you for just three months, with an average 
sales record.
(Alexander & Becker 1978, p.94)
If the case of Mr Miller was used as a vignette in a piece of research, the respondents 
would be asked to comment on how they would react to this pai'ticulai' situation if they 
were Mr Miller's employer. Depending on the exact topic being reseai'ched, it is likely 
that not all respondents would be presented with exactly the same situation - as different 
versions of the vignette would be randomly allocated to different respondents. Alexander 
and Becker (1978, p.94) suggest that in one version of the vignette Mr Miller might 
become Miss Miller or Mrs Miller and in another version he might become a long-standing 
employee rather than a recently employed one. If this study was to be carried out, then it 
would tell us something of the impact of an employee's sex, gender and marital status (as 
well as any other factors which were varied in the vignettes) on his/her employer’s view 
of what action should be taken following a revelation that the employer has been drinking 
while at work.
Alexander and Becker (1978, p.95) argue that, in this particular* example, the use of the 
vignette technique allows for an analysis which simply could not be made using more 
direct questioning (such as asking respondents "Would you react differently to a young 
worker with little service as opposed to an older worker of longer standing service?"). 
The fact that the technique allows for an analysis which simply can not be made using 
more traditional methods is precisely the reason why the vignette technique was chosen 
for the study of public perceptions of CSA. A discussion of the reasons why the use of 
vignettes allows for such an analysis now follows.
The Advantages o_f_lIsing the Vignette Technique
There are a number of advantages of using the vignette technique in social research. One 
of the most important advantages of using the technique is that the researcher is able to 
provide the respondent with a concrete description of a situation. Finch (1987, pp. 105- 
106) writes:
Vignettes move further away from a direct and abstracted approach, and
allow for features of the context to be specified, so that the respondent is 
being invited to make normative statements about a set of social
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circumstances, rather than to express his or her "beliefs" or "values" in a 
vacuum.
In her study of professional perceptions of child protection issues in the UK, Birchall 
(1992, p.213) claims that:
The main strengths of vignettes as a research technique are that they offer 
respondents concrete stimuli which would seem to be easily related to then* 
everyday professional responsibilities and to decisions they may have made 
in the past.
West (1982, p.2) claims that, in comparison with the vignette technique, the more 
traditional research methods are 'bland, alien and uninteresting'. Rather than using 
vignettes in their study of attitudes to the custody, access and maintenance of children 
following divorce, Clark and Samphier (1984) could simply have asked their respondents 
"Who should get custody of the children following divorce - the mother or the father?", 
"How much access should the non-custodial parent be given to the children?" and "Should 
the non-custodial parent pay maintenance for the children?". However, given tlie number 
of details about the family's background which would have to be taken into consideration 
before such questions could be answered, it was far easier for Clark and Samphier to 
describe the circumstances of a hypothetical family to tlie respondents - rather than allow 
them to define the family's background themselves. Had Clark and Samphier not used 
vignettes, then it is possible that their respondents might have given answers such as, "It
depends how old the children are ", "It depends on why the parents decided to
separate " or "It depends where each parent is living now ", or else the
respondents may simply have made underlying assumptions about these details. So, the 
advantage of the vignette technique in research such as that of Clark and Samphier is that it 
provides the same concrete examples for each of the respondents to comment on.
A second important advantage of the use of vignettes is that they bring in a hypothetical 
third party to the interview, which has the effect of making the questions seem less 
personally threatening for the respondent and distances the respondents from the issues 
involved. This is particularly important when the interview involves issues of a sensitive 
or possibly illegal nature. For example, in a study about drug-taking behaviour, 
respondents are likely to be more open with their* answers if they ar*e commenting on how 
"Jim" or* "Jane" (or whatever the name of the fictitious character in the vignette) will 
behave than if they were asked directly about their* own drug-taking experiences.
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Alexander and Becker (1978, p.95) draw our attention to three advantages of the vignette 
technique. Firstly, they claim that respondents who are asked to comment on a vignette 
are not as likely to consciously bias their reports so as to gain the social approval of the 
interviewer than they might be if they were asked directly about how they personally 
would handle the situation described in the vignette. So, in a study such as that of Janet 
Finch (see Finch 1987) which involved making moral decisions, the respondents are less 
likely to feel pressurised into giving the morally "right" answer if they are answering on 
behalf of the char*acters in the vignettes rather than on behalf of themselves. Secondly, 
Alexander and Becker claim that most people are not particularly insightful about the 
factors which enter theii* own decision making-processes. This is one of the main reasons 
why the vignette technique was used in the study of public perceptions of CSA. While it 
was hypothesised that the use of the technique would reveal that the gender of the young 
person involved in a potential case of child sexual abuse would make a difference to the 
attitude of the public towards the case, it was thought that the respondents would answer 
either “No” or “Fm not sure” if asked a more direct question such as “Are you less likely 
to do something about a potentially sexually abusive incident if the young person involved 
is a boy rather than a girl?”. Finally, Alexander and Becker claim that:
 the systematic variation of characteristics in the vignette allows for a
rather precise estimate of the effects of changes in combinations of variables 
as well as individual variables on corvesponding changes in respondent 
attitude or judgement.
So, for example, in the case of Mr Miller (cited earlier in this chapter), a researcher could 
systematically test the effect of Mr Miller's sex, race, marital status, age, or length of 
service etc on the attitude of Mr Miller's employer towards Mr Miller's behaviour.
In short, the main advantages of the vignette technique over other research methods are 
that it provides the respondents with concrete descriptions of scenarios on which they can 
comment, and these scenarios introduce a thhd party to the interviews which distances the 
issues being researched from the respondents themselves. Another advantage of the 
vignette technique is that it can reveal factors which enter the respondents' decision­
making processes but of which the respondents themselves are not aware. Given these 
advantages of using the vignette technique, it seemed that it was the most appropriate 
technique to use in the study of public perceptions of CSA.
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The Disadvantages of using the Vignette Technique
While there me a number of distinct advantages of using the vignette technique, there aie 
also a number of problems with the technique and it would be wrong if these problems 
were not acknowledged in this chapter. According to Finch (1987, p .I ll) ,  one of these is 
the construction of the vignettes. Finch warns that vignettes must contain storylines 
which can be readily followed and understood in an interview situation. She also claims 
that it is important that the chm*acters and the storylines me believable. Finch wrnms tliat 
the stories must not be too complex, other*wise the respondents will easily lose the thread. 
Despite these warnings, it would appear that at least some resem'chers who have used the 
vignette technique have succeeded in creating realistic vignettes. For example, Fox and 
Dingwall (1985, p.472) report that most of their respondents seemed to have had some 
cases which were remarkably similm* to those described in tire vignettes.
A second problem associated with the use of the vignette technique is that the resem*cher 
can never be 100 percent sure how the vignettes have been interpreted by the respondents, 
(This is pm'ticularly the case when a researcher deliberately chooses to use an mtibiguous 
vignette.) The researcher does not know whether a specific element in the storyline is 
triggering a particular response, and he/she does not know what additional details might 
be "filled in" about the story by the respondents (eg are assumptions being made about the 
sex or race of the chmacters described in the vignette?). (Finch [1987, p.l 12] suggests 
that these concerns might be minimised by constructing a series of vignettes which vmy 
the age, gender and race etc of the characters involved^. This, however, might result in a 
large number of vignettes if there are a lm*ge number of factors which can be varied. 
Finch also suggests the use of the open-ended question "Why?".) Conti'my to what might 
be expected and as discussed later in this chapter, West (1982) claims that the problem of 
the resemcher not knowing how the vignette has been interpreted by the respondent is no 
less a problem for resem'chers using more complex vignettes than it is for those using 
briefer ones. West claims that die greater the amount of information that is provided for 
the respondent in the vignette, the more details there aie for the respondents to "fill in". 
He writes:
One stratagem for maximising the number o f vignette characteristics which can be system atically  
manipulated w hile minimising the information loss resulting from a reduction in design size is 
fractional replication design (see Alexander & Becker 1978, pp.95-99).
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 the major problem is contained in the assumption that the reseai'cher's
definition of the situation is shared by respondents. It can never be known 
what they ai*e responding to since that is precluded from emerging. I would 
also suggest that the dispaiity is likely to widen tlie more detail is written into 
the vignette, since it invites further contextualisation by the respondent which 
in turn makes it less likely his or her constmction of the story coiresponds to 
the reseai'cher's.
(West 1982, p. 10)
West found that this was indeed the case in the study of issues relating to the 
responsibility for the care of dependency gioups which was conducted by West and his 
colleagues (1982, p. 13).
A further disadvantage of the vignette technique is the fact that, particulaiiy in the case of 
studies using short vignettes, the respondents ai*e provided witli only a very small amount 
of information about each case from which they are asked to make fairly important 
decisions. Fox and Dingwall (1985, pp.472-473) reported that some of the respondents 
in their study found it difficult to make tlie necessaiy decisions on the basis of the limited 
amount of information made available to them in the vignette. However, Fox and 
Dingwall do report that one healtli visitor pointed out to them that sometimes (when a new 
family moves into the area) the health visitor must determine her priority for visiting the 
family on little more information than was made available to the respondents in the 
vignettes. Fox and Dingwall suggest that the same may well be true for intake social 
workers. Birchall (1992, p,214) makes a similar point when she claims that decisions 
about whether or not to hold a Case Conference are sometimes based upon little more 
information than that which is available in vignettes. It would therefore seem that the fact 
that often only a minimal amount of infoimation is provided in vignettes is not a problem 
when the research is about perceptions of CSA, since it is not uncommon for only a 
limited amount of information to be available to decision-makers involved in real life 
situations.
A final problem of using the vignette technique is that, while (for the reasons which have 
been outlined) it may be better at eliciting more open and honest responses from 
respondents than other techniques, it is still impossible to match the responses given by 
respondents to the vignettes with their actual behaviour in real life situations. There are 
two reasons for this. The first reason is simply to do with the fact that, in the main, 
respondents are aware of the fact that they are taking part in some sort of reseai’ch and tliey 
are at least partly aware of the topic being researched. Respondents ar e therefore likely to 
become sensitised to the issues being researched. Birchall (1992, p.23) writes on this:
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 it is likely that any case situation included in a questionnaire explicitly
concerned with child protection will be more frequently or strongly identified 
as child abuse than would the same circumstances in everyday life.
The second reason why researchers can not assume that answers elicited from the 
respondents by the vignettes are a direct indication of how the respondents will behave in 
real life is even more fundamental than the first. Finch (1987, p. 113) explains:
The technique which I have described quite specifically distances the issues 
from the individual in an attempt to tap cultural norms. Asking about what a 
third part "ought" to do in a given situation is not the same thing as asking 
respondents what they themselves think they ought to do for their own 
relatives; nor is it a means of predicting what a respondent actually would do 
in a similar situation.
Indeed, Finch (1987, p.I13) warns that:
It is in this ai'ea of the relationship between belief and actions that I see the 
biggest danger of the mis-use of vignettes.
West (1982, p. 12) also claims that he and his colleagues do not believe that the 
recommendations made by the respondents in their study correspond with what the 
respondents would actually do if faced with similar circumstances to the vignette in their 
own lives. It would appear that no research has ever been carried out into the 
similarities/differences in how people respond to vignettes and how they actually behave 
in real life. A study of this nature would, however, make for a veiy interesting and useful 
piece of research.
It would appear that the disadvantages of using vignettes in reseai'ch are that they must be 
carefully constructed (so that they are believable and easily understood in an interview 
situation), and the researcher can never be certain as to exactly how the respondent will 
interpret the vignettes. A further problem associated with the vignette technique is the fact 
that researchers sometimes ask respondents to make decisions based on very little 
information. But perhaps the most serious criticism which can be made of the technique is 
that there is no direct link between the way that respondents respond to the vignettes and 
the way that they behave in real life situations. (Of course, this criticism is not confined to 
vignettes since there is not necessarily a link between the answers given by respondents in
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either a more ti'aditional questionnaire or an interview and the way they would behave in 
real life situations.)
Despite the problems associated with using the vignette technique, it was still thought that 
it was the best approach to use in this study.
Variations in the Construction of Vignettes
The vignettes which have been used in previous research have varied in terms of 
complexity and ambiguity.
Variations in Complexity
The complexity of the vignettes which have been used in research has varied enormously. 
While researchers such as Giovannoni and Becerra (1979), Fox and Dingwall (1985) and 
Alves and Rossi (1978) used single-sentenced descriptions of hypothetical situations, 
others such as Finch (see Finch 1987) and Clark and Samphier (1984) provided much 
longer and more complex descriptions. The nature of the requested response to a vignette 
tends to vary according to the complexity of the vignette. While shorter vignettes often 
ask for merely a "yes'7"no" type of answer, the more complex vignettes often ask for 
much more detailed responses (Finch 1987). Biichall (1992) used a combination of short 
and long vignettes in her study. Her questionnaire began with a series of brief vignettes 
describing situations which might be defined as child mistr eatment, and her respondents 
were asked to ascribe a severity rating to each of these situations. Birchall then presented 
her respondents with a small number of much more complex vignettes (again describing 
cases of possible child abuse), to which the respondents were asked to provide a detailed 
account of any professional action which they would take if tliey came across any of these 
cases in real life.^
The more complex the vignettes, then the fewer the number that can be included in any 
one survey. While surveys using briefer vignettes can include a fair number of these 
vignettes in one interview (eg Alves and Rossi [1978] included 50 vignettes in a single 
interview and Giovannoni and BecerTa [1979] used as many as 78 vignettes in their 
study), both West (1982, p.7) and Finch (1987, p. 109) suggest that four is the maximum 
number of the more complex vignettes which can be included in any one interview. Finch
^ For examples o f the vignettes used by Birchall, see Appendix 2.
- 6 3 -
also suggests that these more complex vignettes should include no more than three 
changes to the original story. Given the anticipated length of the vignettes used in the 
present research into public perceptions of CSA, it was decided that six would be the 
maximum number which could be included in the questionnaire.
Variations in Ambiguity
Previous research has made use of vignettes which have varied greatly in terms of how 
ambiguous or precisely defined they have been. West (1982, p.2) argues that there is a 
continuum of stimulus ambiguity which has been used by reseai'chers. West claims that 
while at one end of this continuum the vignettes are ‘deliberately fuzzy or equivocal in 
order to permit maximum respondent interpretation’, at the other end they are ‘precisely 
defined and manipulated in the manner of a controlled experiment’. Although he admits 
that they are not usually thought of as being vignettes, West (1982, p.2) argues that the 
projective tests employed by psychologists have certain general features in common with 
vignettes and are an extreme example of researchers allowing theh respondents to do 
much of the interpreting. West (1982, p.2) writes:
The Roschach (ink blot) test and more obviously the Thematic Apperception 
Test (TAT) both involve a pictorial representation of a distinctly fuzzy nature 
about which the respondent is asked to comment.
West goes on:
The fuzziness is of course deliberate in that it is the vagueness or ambiguity 
of the stimulus that provides the basis for projection,
(West 1982, p.2)
While he does state that he is not awaie of researchers using vignettes with the same 
degree of ambiguity as the projective tests. West (1982, p.3) ai'gues that “non-directive 
vignettes” have been used. Although these vignettes are not so ambiguous that the 
respondent alone constructs the definition of the situation, they do provide an exti'emely 
limited amount of information of a highly general nature such that the respondent must 
“fill in” some of the details in order to make sense of the story. According to West, there 
is sometliing to be gained from tlie use of these ambiguous vignettes:
The brief sketch merely acts as a cue to the production of general images and 
attitudes comprising the respondent’s definition of the situation. This
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conceptualisation of the vignette incorporates one of the original meanings of 
the term; that it is about the capturing of the central images of a person or 
situation at tire expense of tlie fuzzy ai'eas around them.
(West 1982, p.5)
The opposite extreme to these highly ambiguous vignettes ai'e those where each detail of 
the vignette is spelled out in precise detail for the respondent. However, West claims that 
even the more detailed vignettes require the respondent to “fill in” the missing details:
One of the (honic) implications is that the more information that is
supphed in the vignette the more it is contextualised by the researcher and tlie 
more likely the respondent will need more (not less) to make sense of it.......
(West 1982, p.5)
Examples of Previous Studies which have used the Vignette Technique
Despite the fact that both West (1982, p.2) and Birchall (1992, p .18) claim that only a 
relatively small number of researchers have made use of the vignette technique, the 
literature contains a growing number of examples of studies which have used the 
technique.
Some researchers have used the vignette technique to study some of the issues associated 
with criminal justice. For example, Pr ytula, Whiteside and Davidson (1975) used a series 
of 12 short vignettes to show that experienced police officers are less likely than the 
average citizen to accept the role of environmental factors in explaining criminal 
behaviour. McGlynn, Megas and Benson (1976) used a number of variations of a 
vignette describing a violent murder to investigate whether the sex and race of the 
defendant are likely to affect whether or not the jury find him/her not guilty by reason of 
insanity. Finally, Sellin and Wolfgang (1964) report on a number of studies (the first of 
which was conducted in the early 1920's) which used vignettes to explore the social 
consequences of a number of deUnquent acts.
Other studies have used vignettes to explore the extent to which the victim of an attack or 
an accident is likely to be blamed for the incident. For example, Jones and Aronson 
(1973) used several variations of a vignette in which a young woman is raped to show that 
a socially respectable person is more likely to be seen at fault in a crime in which he/she is 
the victim, and that the defendant is likely to receive a longer term of imprisonment for the 
rape of a mamed woman than for the rape of a divorcee. Smith, Keating, Hester and
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Mitchell (1976) also used a series of vignettes to assess the extent to which social role and 
"just world" considerations would affect perceptions and attiibutions of responsibility to a 
rape victim. Alexander and Becker (1978) report on a similar study which used the 
vignette technique to explore the attitudes of policemen and nurses towaids the assignment 
of responsibility to victims of violence. Walster (1966) used four variations of a vignette 
describing a car accident to demonsti’ate that the greater the severity of the accident, the 
more likely it is that the victim of the accident wiU be held responsible for his/her accident.
Further researchers who have made use of the vignette technique include Finch (1987) - 
who used a series of 4 vignettes to reseai'ch beliefs about giving practical and material 
assistance to one's kin and how these beliefs are ti*anslated into actions, West (1982) and 
his colleagues - who used vignettes to investigate public opinion in Elgin, Aberdeen and 
South West Glasgow on issues relating to the responsibility for the care of dependency 
groups such as the disabled, the chronically sick and the elderly, Clark and Samphier 
(1984) - who used a vignette in 3 stages to explore public attitudes towards issues 
suiTOunding the custody, access and maintenance of children following the divorce of 
their parents, Alves and Rossi (1978) - who used a whole series of vignettes to assess 
which family circumstances are regarded as being important when deciding whether or not 
a household is in receipt of a fair income and Wasoff and Dobash (1992) - who used the 
vignette technique to investigate how solicitors negotiate the financial aspects of divorce 
with clients.
The use of the vignette technique has not been limited to academic research. For example, 
a recent television series entitled “Hypotheticals” (BBC 1995) used the technique to gain 
an insight into how a group of professionals (eg social workers, policemen and lawyers) 
make decisions in their daily work. While such professionals can not openly discuss 
actual cases in public, they are quite happy to discuss hypothetical situations (ie vignettes) 
in a television programme.
The vignette technique was used by a number of the reseai'chers who explored public 
and/or professional perceptions of child abuse and whose work was cited in Chapter One. 
For example, Dhooper, Royse & Wolfe (1991) used brief vignettes to investigate public 
attitudes towards child abuse. While Tite (1993) used a series of vignettes to explore 
teachers' definitions and responses to child abuse, Willis & Wells (1988)'s survey of the 
factors which influence police officers’ decisions to report illegal behaviour was also 
based on a series of vignettes. Giovannoni & Becena (1979), Fox & Dingwall (1985), 
Snyder & Newberger (1986) and Birchall (1992) all used vignettes to compaie the views 
of different professional groups with regai'd to child abuse. Finally, the three studies 
which explored perceptions of child sexual abuse - Finkelhor & Redfield (1984),
- 66 -
Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis (1991) and AttebeiTy-Bennett (1987) - were all based on 
the vignette technique.
Other studies cited in Chapter One which made use of the vignette technique to research 
definitions of child abuse include Morris, Johnson and Clasen (1985) - who used 
vignettes to ascertain the factors which influence the reporting of child abuse by 
physicians, Burnett (1993) - who used vignettes to investigate the views of the public and 
social workers on psychological abuse, and Cruise, Jacobs and Lyons (1994) - who used 
vignettes to study children’s perceptions of abuse.
From this summary of some of the studies which have made use of the vignette technique, 
it can be seen that vignettes have been used to research a variety of topics - particularly 
within the field of child protection. However, despite the fact that a significant number of 
studies have explored the perceptions of different groups about child abuse, none has 
explored in any detail the views held by ordinary members of the public about child 
sexual abuse. It was this dearth of knowledge which gave rise to the present resear'ch.
The Construction of the Vignettes for the Study of Public Perceptions of
Q3A
A self-administered questionnaire containing six vignettes was produced for this study 
using a number of case studies from the existing literature (Bain & Saunders 1990, 
Bolton, Monis & MacEachron 1989, Krug 1989, Langsley, Schwartz & Fairbairn 1968, 
Lew 1993 and Rogers & Teny 1984). (As with the earlier prevalence study, the practical 
issues of time and resources dictated that a questionnaire had to be used in this study.) In 
each of the vignettes, a child described to the respondent an experience which he/she 
claimed to have had. Careful consideration was given to the choice of incidents described 
in the vignettes to ensure that the alleged perpetrators of the abuse ranged from close 
family members (including siblings) to str’angers. The incidents described in tlie vignettes 
were also chosen to ensure that the behaviours which they described ranged from those 
which might be dismissed as “normal” child-rearing activity to those which were more 
likely to be defined as abusive. The respondent, whose imaginary relationship with the 
child (eg neighbour, friend’s parent and youth club leader^) was specified in each of the
 ̂ The literature (eg Child and Family Trust Research Team 1993) claim s that these are the sorts o f 
people who childieir are likely to report having been sexually abused to. (In this study the relationship 
between the respondent and the child was never that o f pai'ent-child, as this was thought to be too 
emotive.)
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vignettes, was asked to indicate (on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “very unlikely” to 
“very likely”) how likely it was that he/she would tell someone about what the child had 
told them. Respondents were also asked who it was that they were most likely to tell 
about each incident. Consideration was given to making this a closed question - and 
providing a list of possible answers from which the respondent could have chosen his/her 
answer(s). However, it was decided that the question should be left open, since 
providing a list of possible answers might have resulted in the respondent ticking 
answer(s) which he/she had not thought of him/herself. The respondents were also 
invited to make further comments about each of the incidents. The questionnaire 
concluded by asking the respondents about their gender, age, occupation and parental 
status. It was anticipated that tliese factors may influence public opinion about CSA.
In an attempt to test out the hypothesis that the gender of the child would effect the 
public’s reaction to each incident, two versions of the questionnahe were produced. 
While the six incidents described in both versions was identical, the gender of the young 
person involved was different. In the three incidents which involved the child’s parent, 
the gender of the parent was changed with the gender of the child. In the other three 
incidents (which involved a sibling or a non-family member) the gender of the other 
person remained unchanged. (In order to make the coding and analysis of the 
questionnaire easier, the two versions were printed on different coloured paper.)io
The Pilot Study
Before the main study was carried out, a small pilot study was conducted. A total of 24 
copies of the draft questionnaire (12 copies of each version) was distributed and 19 were 
returned. Unlike the main suivey, all tlie questionnaires were distiibuted on a one-to-one 
basis. A convenience sample was selected which comprised of university students and 
employees. While it was not considered necessary that the pilot study sample be 
representative, some care was taken to ensui'e that the university employees who took part 
in the pilot study covered a range of socio-economic status - so they included secretaries 
and ancillary workers (eg cleaners) in addition to lecturing and research staff. The 
differing occupations of those who took part in the pilot study can be seen in Table 2,2 
which shows the characteristics of the sample. One limitation of the sample was that 
almost all the students and university employees involved in the pilot study were 
associated with a particular university building which is used by academic Departments
i   ̂ A copy o f both versions of the questionnaire used in the main study can be found in Appendix 3.
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based within the Faculty of Social Sciences. This means that the sample was likely to 
have a higher awareness of child protection issues than the general population. Despite 
this limitation, the pilot study was useful in gaining an insight into how the main sample 
would react to the vignettes described in the questionnaire.
































 ̂  ̂ Percentages have not been included in this table because the numbers involved are small.
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On the whole the pilot study worked very well, although it revealed the need for a number 
of relatively minor changes to the questionnaire. The first of these changes was the
alteration of the question “How likely is it that you would report ” to “How likely is it
that you would tell someone This change was made so that respondents could note
down answers (such as “Would discuss incident with my partner”) which might have 
been excluded by the use of a question which included the word “report”. A second 
revision involved replacing all references to “cases” and “case numbers” with “incidents” 
and “incident numbers”. There was concern that the use of the word “case” would 
reinforce the fact that the vignettes had all originated from real cases and this might result 
in people saying that they would tell someone about situations which they might otherwise 
ignore if they came across them in real life. The third difference between the two 
questionnaires was the removal of the questions, included in the pilot study, about the 
respondent’s religion and ethnic origin. This was because some of the respondents in the 
pilot study did not answer these questions, and others provided answers which were 
difficult to categorise. No amendments were made at all to the wording of the vignettes, 
but the order in which they appeared in the questionnaire was revised so that the incidents 
about which the respondents were most likely to tell did not appear next to each other. A 
final change was that three of the vignettes which had appeared in the pilot study as two- 
staged scenarios (with questions being asked about each stage), appeared as just one stage 
in the main study. The pilot study revealed that analysing the results of multi-staged 
vignettes was complicated, yet they added little to the overall value of the study.
The Distribution of the Questionnaires and the Final Sample
While a representative sample of the general population would have been desirable for this 
study, time considerations favoured the use of a rather crude form of quota sampling. 
Although the final sample could in no way be described as representative of the general 
public, an attempt was made to try and ensure that the sample included people of different 
ages and social class. Efforts were also made to ensure that the sample consisted of 
similar numbers of males and females.
The majority of the questionnaires were distributed at group meetings. This allowed the 
researcher to explain the purpose of the study to the gi'oups and enabled him to encourage 
participation in the suivey. The groups at which the questionnaires were distributed were 
meeting for puiposes other than the completion of the questionnaire. The researcher made 
an approach to the leader of each group to ask for permission to distribute copies of the 
questionnaire at a regular meeting of the group. Having intr oduced the questionnaire to 
each of the groups, the researcher then extended an invitation to all members of the gi’oup
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to complete one of the questionnaires. Given the sensitive nature of the topic being 
researched, it was made clear* that members who did not wish to take part in the study 
should not feel obliged to do so. On the whole, most people agreed to complete a 
questionnaire. The two versions of the questionnaire were distributed systematically, 
alternating between the two versions. This ensured that half of each gi'oup completed one 
version and the other half completed the second version. The advantage of this was that 
similar sorts of people completed both versions. While some respondents enquired about 
the significance of the colour* coding, they were simply told that it did not matter which 
colour of questionnahe they completed. The significance of the colour coding was not 
explained until the questionnaires had been completed.
In the initial stages, the researcher approached the leaders of groups with which he was 
personally acquainted. These groups included church groups and meetings of leaders of 
youth organisations. The researcher then took stock of the sample before he made an 
approach to any other organisations. At that stage it was apparent that there was an under­
representation of working class respondents and it was clear that there were more female 
respondents than there were male respondents. In order that the sample might become 
more similar to the general population, the researcher decided to target groups of working 
class people (specifically groups of working class men). In order to do his, a copy was 
obtained of a handbook of local community organisations meeting within one of the more 
deprived areas of Glasgow. The researcher then approached a number of the groups listed 
in the handbook to enquire if their organisations would be willing to take part in the study. 
The organisations which were approached included a drop-in centre for unemployed 
people, a kai'ate club, a fishing club and an artists’ workshop. The groups which agreed 
to take part in the study included a gi‘Oup of men who were employed in the drop-in centre 
of a men’s health project and the staff of a local community centre. Both the men's health 
project and the community centre were staffed by local, working class people. While 
approaches were being made to these gi'oups, copies of the questionnaire were also 
distributed to groups of mature students attending evening classes in a University in 
Glasgow. (An assumption was made that a number of working class people would be 
attending these classes.)
The questionnaires which were not distributed at group meetings were distributed amongst 
acquaintances of the researcher and his family and friends, on a one-to-one basis. When 
the questionnaires were being distiibuted to these individual respondents, the same 
introduction which was adopted at group meetings was used (ie. the purpose of the study 
was explained to the respondents and, given the nature of the topic being researched, the 
respondents were informed that they should not feel obliged to complete the questionnaire
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if they did not wish to do so) and the questionnaires were distributed systematically 
(alternating between the two versions).
A total of 216 completed questionnaires were returned. 114 returned questionnaires were 
of one version, and the remaining 102 were of the other.
The final sample consisted of people of a wide spread of ages. However, despite the 
many attempts outlined above to reach working class males, the finale sample had a high 
proportion of female respondents (66.4%) and there was a comparative lack of 
respondents employed in manual work. The under-representation of males in the sample 
is indicative of a reluctance on the part of males to take part in the study. (While no 
records were kept of the number of potential respondents who refused to take part in the 
survey, it became clear to the researcher as he was distributing and collecting the 
questionnaires that there was a greater reluctance on the part of males to become involved 
in the study.) The characteristics of the final sample are shown in Table 2.3.
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Other Non-Manual; 110 52.1%
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 ̂  ̂ The term "Occupational Awareness" has been used in this thesis to refer to occupations which are 
likely to involve som e sort o f  training in CSA. (This would therefore include respondents in 
occupations such as Social Work - who are likely to have direct experiences o f  dealing with C SA, and 
respondents in occupations such as Teaching and Youth Work - who are likely to have received training 
in detecting possible signs o f CSA.)
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The Views of the Professionals
While the primary concern of the study was with public perceptions of CSA, it was 
decided that it would be useful if a small number of professionals could be asked about 
their perceptions of the six incidents described in the questionnaire. It was, however, 
necessary to make some changes to the original questionnaire, because it would not have 
been appropriate to ask the professionals to complete the original questionnaire. 
(Unfortunately the decision to involve a sample of professionals in the study was made 
after the study of public perceptions was undertaken. Had this not been the case, it would 
have been possible to produce a version of the questionnaire which could have been 
completed botli by the public and the professionals.)
The most fundamental difference between the original and the modified questionnaires 
was that, while the original version asked the respondents how likely it was that they 
themselves would tell someone about each of the incidents, the respondents in the 
modified study were asked how important they thought it was that the adult (described in 
the incident! told someone about what the child had said. This change was made because, 
if the professionals were asked "How likely is it that you would tell someone about this 
incident?", they may have answered according to how they themselves would respond to 
the incident ratlier than how they, as professionals, tliink the public should react to each of 
the situations. A second difference between the original questionnaire and the 
professional questionnaire was that the six incidents were changed slightly to include a 
description of the child telling an adult about what had happened to him/her. In the 
original questionnaire, the gender of the person who was told about each incident was 
automatically determined by the gender of the respondent. As this was not possible in the 
professional questionnaire, the gender of the person told about each incident was 
specified and alternated between incidents.
As with the original questionnaire, two versions of the questionnaire for professionals 
were produced. This allowed the researcher to continue to test his hypothesis that a 
possible case of CSA is likely to be treated less seriously if the victim is a boy than if the 
victim is a girl. In the second version, the gender of the people told about the incidents 
was changed with the gender of the child so that the child was always telling an adult of 
the same gender as t h e m s e l v e s the end, a total of 43 questionnaires were completed 
by professionals. Just as the original questionnaire was distributed at group meetings, the 
modified questionnaire was also distributed at meetings of social workers. The first was a
 ̂  ̂ A  copy o f the two versions o f the questionnaire used in the study of professionals can be found in
Annp.nftix 4ppe d .
-7 4
group of senior social workers who were attending a conference on child protection. The 
other two groups comprised of residential care workers. Of the 43 professionals who 
completed the questionnaire, 22 were male and 21 were female. All but one of the 
professionals answered that at least some of their work was concerned with children who 
have/may have been sexually abused.
Because the questionnaire which was completed by the professionals was not identical to 
the questionnaire which was completed by the public, it was recognised from the outset 
that it would be impossible to make direct comparisons between the responses given by 
the two groups - since both were answering two somewhat different sets of questions. 
The essential difference between the two questionnaires was that the public were asked 
about what they themselves would do about each incident but the professionals were 
asked about what they thought other people would do. Despite this difference, it was 
anticipated that the professional study would be of some value in that it would allow the 
researcher to gain an overall picture of the professional perceptions of the six incidents 
described in the questionnaire.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER TWO
This chapter began by outlining the main aims of the present resear ch. It was explained 
that these aims had developed over time, although gender differences was the one key 
theme which had remained constant throughout the various developments . The research 
consisted of two studies and the methods used in each study were detailed in the chapter. 
A gi’eater proportion of the chapter was devoted to the second study since it was the main 
investigation and it made use of the relatively new method of the vignette technique. The 
following chapter will discuss some of the findings of the research.
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Chapter Three
PUBLIC & PROFESSTONAÏ. PERCEPTIONS 
OF CHILD SRXIJAI. ABUSE
This chapter will report the findings of the research. It will present first tlie findings of the 
prevalence study and then those of the main study. As with the previous chapter, more 
discussion will be devoted to the main study than to the prevalence survey.
The results of both the prevalence study and the main study were analysed on computer 
using SPSS.
In the tables which are presented in this chapter, chi-square was used to test for statistical 
significance (where appropriate) and the result of each test is reported under the table 
concerned. In some tables the number of respondents involved was too small to use chi- 
squai'e, so Fisher's exact test was used instead. The results of the these tests are also 
displayed under the relevant tables.
THE PREVALENCE STUDY
As was reported in the previous chapter, 359 (52.6%) of the 683 distributed 
questionnaires were returned. Of the 359 students who completed the questionnaire, 167 
(46.5%) were male and 185 (51.5%) were female. The gender of the other 7 (1.9%) 
respondents was unknown.
A number of the tables included in the following pages have cells which contain low 
numbers. This is because less that 8% of the sample reported possible abuse. However, 
it was possible to run statistical tests on most of the data.
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Possible abuse^ was reported by 7.5% (n=26) of respondents. While only 2.5% (n=4) of 
males reported being the victims of possible abuse, 12% (n=22) of females said that they 
may have been the victims of child sexual abuse. The difference between the reporting 
rates for males and females was found to be statistically significant (p=0.00088). The 
number of respondents who reported possible abuse is documented in table 3.0.1.




Male Female Total Sample-
Yes 4 2.3% 22 72% 26 7.3%
No 157 97.3% 162 33% 319 92 J%
Total 161 184 345
Pearson %2=11.06, with 1 degree of freedom, p=0.00088 
which is significant at the .001 level
Although this study does raise some interesting issues about the sexual abuse of boys, it is 
important to bear in mind that only 4 males reported possible abuse. It is therefore 
impossible to draw any definite conclusions about the abuse of boys from the study.
Once consideration has been given to the characteristics of the respondents, the 
characteristics of the abuse will then be reported.
 ̂ This percentage includes those who answered "unsure" as w ell as those who answered "yes" to the 
question about whether they considered themselves to have been the victims o f CSA. It also includes 
those who answered "no" to the question (as well as those who did not answer the question at all) but 
then went on to describe a potentially sexually abusive incident during childhood. The percentage does 
not include a few respondents those who answered "yes" or "unsure" but then answered the remainder of 
the questions in such as way that it was clear that they were not taking the questionnaire seriously. (In 
this case, the respondents were treated as ”unknown”s.)
2 Due to a number o f "missing observations", it is acknowledged that there are slight variations between 
the total sample (n=359) and the number of students included in this table and the tables which follow.
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(1) CHARACTERTSTTCS OF THE RESPONDENTS
AGE: Reports of possible abuse were much more common amongst mature students than 
younger students. This can be seen in table 3.0.2.





<31 years of age
Respondents 
31+ years of age Total
Yes 17 5.4% 8 22.9% 25 7.2%
No 297 94.6% 27 77.7% 324 92.8%
Total 314 35 349
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=0.00144 
which is significant at the .005 level
While over 20% of those aged 31 years of age or more claimed that they may have been 
the victims of sexual abuse, only 5.4% of respondents aged under 31 years of age 
reported possible abuse. A Fisher's exact test shows that this difference is significant at 
the 0.005 level. If the sample is broken down by gender, then it can be seen that older 
respondents are statistically more likely to report possible abuse whether they are male or 
female. (The result of a Fisher's exact test is 0.00619 and 0.03824 for female and male 
respondents respectively. Both of these results are statistically significant at the .05 level.)
While it might well be the case that child sexual abuse was indeed more prevalent 20 or 30 
years ago, there aie a number of possible explanations for the high discrepancy between 
these two percentages. (For example, it may be that younger people are less likely to 
report abuse as their experiences will be much more recent and tlierefore too painful to 
report.) However, without further research it is impossible to say whether abuse was 
more prevalent 20 or 30 yeai's ago or whether this discrepancy is simply a reflection of the 
respondents' willingness to report sexual abuse.
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SOCIAL CLASS; As can be seen from table 3.0.3, it would appear that the chances of 
a child reporting that he or she may have been sexually abused vary according to the 
occupational gr oup of the family in which tire child grew up.
Table 3.0.3: Number of Respondents Reporting Possible Abuse bv 
O ccupational Background of Family in which the
Respondent Grew Up
Occupational Background Total Number of Respondents
of Family n=349 reporting Possible Abuse
Managerial/Professional n=145 13 9 .0 %
Other Non-Manual n=93 4 4.3%
Skilled/Foreman n=77 9 72.0%
Semi-Skilled/Unskilled n=22 0 -
Unemployed n=7 0 -
Retired n=3 0 -
Not in paid employment 1 0 -
Other I 0 -
Pearson %2=6.77, with 7 degrees of freedom, p=0.45294 
which is not significant at the .05 level 
This test might not be robust, due to low cell counts
While 12.0% of respondents who classed the family in which they grew up as 
"skilled/foreman" claimed that they may have been abused, only 4.3% of those from a 
"non-manual" background said that they may have been the victims of sexual abuse. 
None of the respondents who grew up in families with semi-skilled/unskilled 
backgrounds claimed that they had been abused. Although these findings arc very 
interesting, given that the literature suggests that child sexual abuse is just as common in 
families of the higher social classes as it is in families of the lower social classes, the 
differences found in this study are not statistically significant at the .05 level. Even when 
the occupations of the respondents' families are collapsed into two groups 
("M anagerial/Professional, Other Non-Manual, Skilled/foreman and Semi- 
SkilledAJnskilled" and "Other") the difference between these two groups in the reporting 
of possible abuse is not significantly significant (at the .05 level).
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ETHNIC BACKGROUND: Ethnic backgi'ound did not make a statistically significant 
difference to the reporting of possible abuse.
Table 3.0.4: Number of Respondents Reporting Possible Abuse bv 





White Non-W hite Total
Yes 25 7.3% 1 3.9% 26 7.4%
No 309 92.3% 16 94.1% 325 92.6%
Total 334 17 351
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=1.00000 
which is not significant at the .05 level
As table 3.0.4 shows, possible abuse^ was reported by 7.5% of respondents whose 
ethnic background was white and 5.9% of those witli non-white ethnic backgrounds.
2 Given the fact that such a small percentage of the sample was of a non-white background, it is 
acknowledged that no definite conclusions can be drawn from this study about the relationship between 
a child's ethnic background and the likelihood of the child being sexually abused.
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RELIGION: Table 3.0.5 shows the number of respondents who grew up in families 
with/witliout a declared faith who reported possible abuse.
Table 3.0.5: Number of Respondents Reporting Possible Abuse who









Yes 18 6.1% 8 21.6% 26 7.9%
No 275 93.9% 29 78.4% 304 92.1%
Total 293 37 330
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=0.00411 
which is significant at the .005 level
Perhaps one of the most interesting findings of this study was the fact that respondents 
who grew up in a family with no declared faith were much more likely to report possible 
abuse than respondents who grew up in a family with a declared faith. While 6.1% of 
respondents who grew up in families with a faith reported possible abuse, 21.6% of those 
who grew up in families with no faith reported possible abuse. In other words, while 
only about 1 in 20 of the respondents who claimed to have at least some religious 
affiliation reported that tliey may have been sexually abused during childhood, as many as 
1 in 5 respondents who had no religion said that they may have been sexually abused. 
This difference is statistically significant at the .005 level. However, when the sample is 
broken down by gender the statistically significant difference only remains for male 
respondents (Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=0.00558 for males but 0.05436 for 
females).
There are a number of possible explanations for these findings. It might be that following 
a religion enforces a morality on believers which discourages them from sexually abusing 
children. Another possible explanation is that CSA is just as common amongst those who 
follow a religion as those who do not but the religion either discourages followers from 
reporting sexual abuse or it makes them inteipret the abuse as something other than abuse. 
Without further research, no definite conclusions can be made.
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SUBJECTS STUDIED AT COLLEGE/UNIVERSITY: From table 3.0.6 it can 
be seen that there was some variation in the reporting of possible abuse between the 
students of the different classes in which the questionnaire was distributed. The table 
would suggest that psychology students were more likely to report possible abuse than 
students studying other subjects.
Table 3.0.6: Number of Respondents ReDorting Possible Abuse in the




Number of Respondents 
reporting Possible Abuse
Psychology n=228 21 9.2%
Engineering n=52 2 3.3%
Computing Studies n=52 1 2.0%
Table 3.0.7 shows that the respondents who received a copy of the questionnaire in the 
psychology class were statistically (p=0.04177) more likely to report possible abuse than 
all other students who took part in the study.
Table 3.0.7: Number of Respondents who Received a Copy of th e  
Questionnaire in the Psvchologv Class/Other Classes and 
who Reported Possible Abuse
Possible Abuse All
reported by Psychology Other Total
Respondent C lasses
Yes 21 9.2% 4 3.3% 25 7.2%
No 207 90.8% 117 96.7% 324 92.3%
Total 228 121 349
Pearson %2=4.14, with 1 degree of freedom, p=0.04177 
which is significant at the .05 level
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Two possible explanations for the higher rates of reporting amongst psychology students 
are, firstly, that victims of CSA are more likely to study social science-based courses 
(such as psychology) and, secondly, the level of reporting amongst psychology students 
may be a result of the high proportion of female students in the class. In fact, a closer 
examination of the data reveals that the high percentage of female students in the 
psychology class was responsible for the reporting rates of psychology students. As can 
be seen in table 3.0.8 and table 3.0.9, when the sample was broken down by gender, 
psychology students were no more likely to report possible abuse than other students.
Table 3.0.8: Number of Male Respondents who Received a Codv of the 
QueMiannaire in_the Psvchplogv Class/Other Classes and 
who Reported Possible Abuse
Possible Abuse All
reported by Psychology Other Total
Respondent Classes
Yes 2 2.9% 1 1.1% 3 1.9%
No 67 97.1% 89 98.9% 156 98.1%
Total 69 90 159
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=0.57961 
which is not significant at the .05 level
Table 3.0.9: Number of Female Respondents who Received a Copy of 
the Ouestionnaire_ in_ the  ̂ Psjvch Class/Other Classes 
and who Reported Possible Abuse
Possible Abuse All
reported by Psychology Other Total
Respondent C lasses
Yes 19 12.1% 3 11.5% 22 12.0%
No 138 87.9% 23 88.5% 161 88.0%
Total 157 26 183
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p - 1.00000 
which is not significant at the .05 level
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(2) CHARACTERISTICS OF THE ABUSE
AGE OF CHILD AT ON-SET OF THE ABUSE: While females reported being 
abused from various ages throughout their childhood, a number were abused when they 
were 13 or 14 years of age. The males in this study claimed that they had been abused 
around the ages of 6 to 8 and 13 or 14.
NATURE OF THE ABUSE: The two most common forms of abuse reported by 
females were another person showing the respondent then' sex organs and another person 
touching the respondent’s sex organs. In the case of male respondents, the two most 
common forms of abuse were another person touching the respondent's sex organs and 
the respondents touching another person’s sex organs.
SEX OF THE ABUSER: All the respondents (ie both males and females) who 
reported abuse claimed that they had been abused by males. This finding is interesting, 
given the increasing number of female abusers which have been reported by other 
researchers (see Chapter One).
RELATIONSHIP OF THE ABUSER TO THE RESPONDENT: While females 
reported being abused both inside and/or outside the family, none of the males reported 
being abused within the family. The difference in ages between the female respondents 
and their abusers varied enormously, but most females reported being abused by others 
who were either 6-9 years or 50+ years older than themselves. The males, however, 
tended to be abused by others who were between only 2 and 4 years older than 
themselves.
REPORTING THE ABUSE: In the case of female respondents, the abuse is likely to 
be reported (in the first instance) to another woman. Females are likely to report the abuse 
to a range of other women, but they are most likely to report the abuse to either a relation 
or a friend. (Too few male respondents answered these questions to allow for any 
meaningful comparisons.) Of the 26 respondents who reported possible abuse in the 
questionnaire, only 4 said that they had told someone about their experiences at the time. 
This is, no doubt, a reflection of the fact that 19 respondents did not regard their 
experiences as abusive until later. Some of tlie respondents wrote :
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I did not realise until I was an adult + child sex abuse became a more public 
issue that it (the experience) could be classed as abusive
To start with I didn’t realise what was happening. 
I did not understand.....
At the time I was only 14,1 was and am confused as to whether it was sexual 
abuse
From the above examples, it can be seen that it was not until some time after tlie abuse that 
a number of respondents came to regard tlieir experiences as abuse. These examples also 
show that there was a considerable degree of similarity in the responses.
HOW  HARMFUL TH E EXPERIENCE WAS FELT TO BE: Females were 
more likely to feel "harmed very badly" or "harmed quite badly" by their abusive 
experiences than were males. The experiences which were most likely to result in the 
respondent feeling haimed were sexual intercourse and another person touching the 
respondent's sex organs.
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SUMMARY OF PREVALENCE STUDY FINDINGS
Possible abuse was reported by 7.5% (n=26) of the respondents. While 12% (n=22) of 
female respondents reported possible abuse, only 2.5% (n=4) of males reported abuse. 
Compared with the studies summaiised in Table 1.0 of Chapter One, the prevalence rate 
found in this study for females was average. However, the rate for males was much 
lower than the rates found in these other studies. The difference between the percentage 
of males and females who reported possible abuse in this study might be a result of 
differences in the ways in which males and females define child sexual abuse (in the 
present study the definition of abuse was, of course, left to the respondent), or it may be 
to do with the sample (perhaps female respondents were more likely to treat the 
questionnake seriously than were males).
The two chai'acteristics of the respondents which seemed to make most difference to 
whether or not they reported possible sexual abuse were age and religion. While students 
aged 31 years of age or more were statistically (p=0.00144) more likely to report possible 
abuse than younger respondents, those who grew up in a family without a declared faith 
were statistically (Fisher’s exact test, two-tail, p=0.00411) more likely to report being the 
victims of CSA than respondents who grew up in a family without such a faith.
Females reported being sexually abused from a wider range of ages than the small number 
of males who reported possible abuse. All respondents who reported possible abuse 
claimed that they were abused by males. While females reported being abused botli inside 
and/or outside the family by others who were either between 6 and 9 yeai's or over 50 
years older than themselves, males reported being abused outwith the family by others 
who were only a few years older. Most respondents said that they did not tell anyone 
about their experiences at the time and many did not come to regai'd what they had 
experienced as abuse until later. Males were less likely to feel harmed by their experiences 
than were females.
While the purpose of the prevalence study was to investigate the reporting of CSA by the 
victims themselves, the aim of the main study was explore the ways in which the public 
made sense of possible cases of child sexual abuse.
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THE MAIN STUDY
The main study reported in this thesis was an exploration of public perceptions of child 
sexual abuse. It made use of a questionnaire containing six brief descriptions of incidents 
which involved children and could be viewed as sexual abuse. The respondents were 
invited to indicate how likely it was that they would tell someone about each of the six 
incidents. They were also asked who (if anyone) they would tell about each incident. 
Two versions were produced of the questionnaire. While the incidents described in both 
versions were identical, the gender of the child was changed. As was documented in 
Chapter Two, a total of 216 members of the public completed the questionnake. While 
114 respondents completed the first version of the questionnaire, the remaining 102 
respondents completed the second version.
The findings of the main study will be considered in two sections. The first section will 
report the findings in relation to the gender of the victim and the second will report the 
findings in relation to the characteristics of the respondent.
(1) THE GENDER OF THE VICTIM AND THE LIKETTHOOP OF 
THE RESPONDENT TELLING SOMEONE ABOUT EACH 
INCIDENT
This fkst section is concerned with the effect which the gender of the victim has on the 
likelihood of the respondent telling someone about each incident. It will also consider 
who the respondent is most likely to tell and whether the gender of the victim is likely to 
influence the respondent's decision.
Each of the six incidents will be considered in turn. Following a summaiy of the nan adve 
of each incident, there will be some discussion concerning the likelihood of the 
respondents telling someone about the incident and who it is that they were most likely to 




John, a fourteen-year old boy who lives next door to you, has 
told you that his mother has started coming into the bathroom 
while he is taking a bath.
Table 3.1.1: The Likelihood of Members of the Public telling som eon e
about Incident 1
John Jane T o ta l
Likely/Very Likely 17 16.7% 50 44.2% 67 37.2%
Unsure 30 29.4% 32 25.3% 62 25.5%
Unlikely/Very
U nlikely
55 53.9% 31 27.4% 86 40.0%
Total 102 113 215
No, of No 
R espon ses 0 1 1
Pearson %2~22,51, with 2 degi'ees of freedom, p=0.00001 
which is significant at tlie .00005 level
Of all six incidents described in tlie questionnaire, the members of the public in the sample 
were least likely to tell about incident 1. They were, however, statistically more likely to 
tell if the victim was Jane tlian if the victim was John (p=0.00001).







Outside Agency 9 5.5% 1 17 14.9% 26 72.0%
Child/Child's Family 39 35.2% 1 68 60.0% 107 49.5%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
10 9.5% 16 74.0% 26 72.0%
Other 1 1.0% 1 1 0.9% 2 0.9%
Response is difficult 
to interpret
6 5.9% 6 5.3% 12 5.5%
"Don't know" 1 1.0% 1 0 - 1 0.5%
Total 66 54̂ .7% 1 108 94.7% 174 50.5%
Pearson %2=0.08, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.95929 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first three categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency, Child!Child's Family and Respondent's 
Family!Friends). An explanation for this is given in the text below.
The person/agency most likely to be told about incident 1 by the public was the child's 
family/friends or the child him/herself. While almost half of the respondents were likely 
to tell the child's family, only 12% were likely to approach an outside agency. The child's 
family was most likely to be told whether the victim was John or Jane. The gender of the 
victim did not make a statistically significant difference (p>0.05) to the person/agency 
most likely to be told about tins incident.
The statistical tests caiiied out on the above data included the first three categories cited in 
the table only (ie Outside Agency, Child/Child's Family and Respondent's 
Family/Friends) since they included all the relevant data. While it was considered useful
^ Some respondents indicated that they would tell more than one person/agency about this and the other 
incidents described in the questionnaire. It is therefore possible that in this and other similar tables the 
number o f  responses w ill be greater than 216. Please note that the "total"s given at the foot o f  each 
table are not totals o f the number of respondents likely to approach an agency/person about each 
incident but totals o f the number o f approaches likely to be made to all of the agencies/persons listed 
in the table.
to include the other three categories in Table 3.1.2, they were not included in the statistical 
tests because they involve only a small number of respondents and, more importantly, 
because they do no specify a particular person/agency.
INCIDENT 2
Eight-year-old Gillian (a friend of your daughter) tells you that, 
while on the way home from school, she was accosted by a 
twelve-year-old boy who lives in your neighbourhood. The older 
boy threatened to beat up Gillian if she did not masturbate him. 
Gillian was frightened of this older boy, and complied.
Table 3.2.1: The Likelihood of Members of the Public telling someone
about Incident 2
G illian Total





No. o f No 
R espon ses
Peai'son %2=0.02, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.99095 
which is not significant at the .05 level 
This test might not be robust, due to low cell counts
Almost all of the sample were likely to tell someone about incident 2. Indeed, of all six 
incidents, incident 2 is die second most likely incident to be told about. The gender of the 
victim did not make a statistical difference (p>0.05) to the likelihood of the respondent 
telling someone about this incident.
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Table 3.2.2: The_PersDn/Agene^jnm be told about Incident 2
Greg 
n = 114




Outside Agency 56 49.7% 55 54.0% 111 57.4%
Child/Child's Family 76 dd.7% 74 72.5% 150 69.4%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
3 2.6% 4 5.9% 7 5.2%
Other 1 0.9% 0 1 0J%
Response is difficult 
to interpret
0 - 2 2.0% 2 0.9%
"Don't know" 0 0 0
Total 136 119.3% 135 752.4% 271 725.5%
Pearson %2=0.16, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.92145 
which is not significant at the .05 level 
This test might not be robust, due to low cell counts
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first three categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency, Child/Child's Family and Respondent's 
FamilylFriends). An explanation for this is given on page 89.
The person/agency most likely to be told about incident 2 by members of the public was 
the child's family/friends or the child him/herself. However, while approximately two- 
thirds of the sample indicated that they would tell the child's family, approximately half 
would approach an outside agency. The gender of the victim did not make a statistically 




Neil, your fifteen-year-old nephew, tells you that he has shared a 
bed with his mother since he was about seven years old (the 
time when Neil's mother and father divorced). The rationale for 
this was that his mother could not afford a separate bed for him, 
although Neil's sister (who is three years older than Neil) slept 
alone in a separate bed.
Table 3.3.1: The Likelihood of Members of the Public telling someone
about Incident 3
N e i l  1 N ic o la T o ta l
Likely/Very Likely 52 51.5% 1 78 70.9% 130 61.6%
Unsure 27 2(5.7% 1 21 79.7% 48 22.7%
Unlikely/Very
U nlikely
22 27.8% 11 10.0% 33 75.6%
Total 101 1 110 211
No. o f No 
R esponses 1 1 4 5
Pearson %2~9.25, with 2 degrees of freedom, p-0.00981 
which is significant at the .01 level
Almost two-thirds of the public indicated that it was likely that they would tell someone 
about this incident. Respondents were statistically (p-0.00981) more likely to tell about 
this incident if tlie victim was Nicola ratlier tliaii Neil.
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Table 3.3.2: The Person/Agencv most likely to be told about Incident 3
N ell
n = 102




Outside Agency 13 12.7% 21 78.4% 1 34 15.7%
Child/Child’s Family 64 62.7% 75 65.8% 1 139 64.4%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
8 7.8% 9 7.9% 1 17 7.9%
Other 0 1 0.9% 1 1 0.5%
Response is difficult 
to interpret
2 2.0% 8 7.0% 1 10 4.6%
"Don't know" 2 2.0% 1 0.9% 1 3 7.4%
Total 89 87.3% 115 700.9% 1 204 94.4%
Pearson %2=0.71, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.69966 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first three categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency, Child/Child's Family and Respondent's 
FamilylFriends). An explanation for this is given on page 89.
The person/agency most likely to be told about incident 3 was the child's family/friends or 
the child him/herself. While almost two-tliirds of the respondents indicated that they were 
likely to approach the child's family, just over 15% said that they would involve an 
outside agency. The gender of the victim did not make a statistically significant difference 
(p>0.05) to the person/agency most likely to be told about this incident.
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INCIDENT 4
One evening your daughter has a visit from her best friend Ann. 
While Ann is in your house, she tells you that her brother 
crawled into her bed and started fondling her. Ann is nine years 
old, and her brother is fifteen. Ann said that she felt both scared 
and excited when this happened.
Table 3.4.1: The Likelihood of Members of the Public telling someone 
about Incident 4
A la n A n n  I Total
Likely/Very Likely 76 67.9% 87 1 163 76.2%
Unsure 18 16.1% 11 10.8% 1 29 13.6%
Unlikely/Very
U nlikely
18 16.1% 4 3.9% 22 10.3%
Total 112 102 1 214
No. o f  No 
R esp o n ses 2 1 2
Peai'son x2=10.90, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.00430 
which is significant at the .005 level
More than three-quarters of the respondents indicated that it was likely that they would tell 
someone about incident 4. However, they were statistically (p=0.00430) more likely to 
tell someone if the victim is Ann rather than Alan.
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Table 3.4.2: The Person/Agencv most likely to be told about Incident 4
Alan Ann T o ta l
n = 114 n= 102 n =216
Outside Agency 7 6.1% 14 13.7% 21 9.7%
Child/Child's Family 86 75.4% 88 ^6J% 174 30.6%
R espondent's
Family/Friends
7 6.1% 6 5.9% 13 6.0%
Other 1 0.9% 0 1 0.5%
Response is difficult 
to interpret
1 0.9% 2 2.0% 3 1.4%
"Don't know" 0 _ 0 - 0 -
Total 102 89.5% 110 107.8% 212 93.7%
Pearson %2=2.13, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.34495 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first three categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency, Child!Child's Family and Respondent's 
FamilylFriends). An explanation for this is given on page 89.
The person/agency most likely to be told about incident 4 was the child’s family/friends or 
the child him/lierself. While more than 80% of respondents indicated that they would 
approach a member of the child’s family, less than 10% said that they would approach an 
outside agency. The gender of the victim did not make a statistically significant difference 
(p>0.05) to the person/agency most likely to be told about incident 4.
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INCIDENT 5
Your nine-year-old son has been for a picnic with Stephen (one 
of his friends), in some local woods. When they come home, 
Stephen tells you that a man came up to him and asked him if he 
would like to 'go exploring'. When Stephen said 'no', the man 
pulled him by the hand towards some bushes. The man then 
opened his trousers and pulled out his penis. He came towards 
Stephen telling him to hold it. Stephen turned and ran away at 
that point.
Table 3.5.1: The Likelihood of Members of the Public telling someone
about Incident 5
S tep h en Su san T o ta l
Likely/Very Likely 101 99.0% 109 98.2% 210 98.6%




Total 102 111 213
No. o f No 
R esp o n ses 0 3 1 3
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=LOOOOO 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first two categories 
cited in the table only (ie LikelyIVery Likely and Unsure).
Of all 6 incidents, the public were most likely to tell someone about incident 5. Indeed, 
over 98% indicated that it was likely that they would tell someone about it. The gender of 
the victim did not make a statistically significant difference (p>0.05) to the likelihood of 
the respondent telling someone about this incident. Incident 5 is also the incident about 
which the least number of respondents are unsure.
-96-







Outside Agency 94 92.2% 101 a^.d% 195 90.3%
Child/Child’s Family 26 25J% 27 23.7% 53 24.5%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
2 2.0% 3 2.6% 5 2.3%
Other 5 4.9% 4 3.5% 9 4.2%
Response is difficult 
to interpret
1 1.0% 4 3.5% 5 2.3%
"Don't know" 0 0 0 _
Total 128 125.5% 139 121.9% 267 723.6%
Pearson %2=0.15, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.92766 
which is not significant at the .05 level 
This test might not be robust, due to low cell counts
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first three categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency, Child/Child's Family and Respondent's 
FamilylFriends). An explanation for this is given on page 89.
Incident 5 is important as it is also the incident which the public were most likely to bring 
to the attention of an outside agency. While over 90% of respondents indicated that they 
would tell an outside agency about this incident, less than 25% said that they would 
approach the child’s family/friends or the child him/herself. Tlie gender of the victim did 
not make a statistically significant difference (p>0.05) to the person/agency most likely to 
be told about this incident.
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INCIDENT 6
Mary, a twelve-year-old member of a youth club which you help 
to organise, tells you one day that she and her mother have 
started doing aerobic exercises together. She tells you that, 
after the aerobics, she and her mother massage each other’s 
body. While they are massaging each other's body, they 
manipulate each other's genitals.
Table 3.6.1: The Likelihood of Members of the Public telling someone
a_bo_uUn_cident_6
Mike [ Mary | Total
Likely/Very Likely 67 60.9% 1 66 63.3% 1 133 63.0%
Unsure 35 37.m  1 30 29.7% 65 30.,8%
Unlikely/Very
U nlikely
8 7.3% 5 3.0% 13 6.2%
Total 110 1 101 ] 211
No. of No 
R esponses 4  j 1 1 5
Peai'son %2~0.10, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.70404 
which is not significant at the .05 level
Almost two-thirds of respondents indicated that it was likely that they would tell someone 
about incident 6. The gender of the victim did not make a statistically significant 
difference (p>0.05) to this. Incident 6 was the incident about which the greatest number 
of respondents ar e unsure.
-98-







Outside Agency 47 47.2% 1 62 66.3% 109 36.3%
Child/Child's Family 37 32.3% 1 26 23.3% 63 29.2%
R espondent's
Family/Friends
5 4.4% 2 2.6% 7 3.2%
Other 4 3.3% 2 2.6% 6 2.3%
Response is difficult 
to interpret
2 7 .m 3 2.9% 5 2.3%
"Don't know" 3 2.6% 1 1 1.0% 4 7.9%
Total 98 86.0% 1 96 94.1% 194 39.3%
Peai'son %2=5.27, with 2 degrees of freedom, p=0.07189 
which is not significant at the .05 level 
This test might not be robust, due to low cell counts
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first three categoiies 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency, Child!Child's Family and Respondent's 
Family/Friends). An explanation for this is given on page 89.
The person/agency that the public were most likely to tell about incident 6 is an outside 
agency. While just over half of the respondents were likely to approach an outside 
agency, almost one third are likely to approach the child’s family/friends or the child 
him/herself. If the victim was Mike, then respondents were less likely to approach an 
outside agency and more likely to approach the child’s family than if the victim was Mary. 
This difference, however, was not statistically significant (p>0.05).
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SUMMARY OF THE LTKELTHOOD OF RESPONDENTS TELLING  
SOMEONE ABOUT INCIDENTS 1 TO 6
A table which summarises the results of the study of public perceptions can be found on 
page 102.
Likelihood of Incident being told about
As Table 3.7 shows, the likelihood of members of the public telling someone varied 
enormously between incidents: only 31.2% of respondents saying it was likely that they 
would tell about incident 1, and 98.6% saying they were likely to tell about incident 5. 
The difference in the likelihood of telling between incidents was statistically significant
(p<0.00001).
Table 3.7: Number of Public Respondents Likelv/Verv Likely to tell
about each Incident compared with the number who were 
either Unsure or Unlikelv/Verv Unlikely to tell
Number of Public 
Respondents 
Likely/Very Likely to 
tell





Incident 1 67 312% 148 68.8%
Incident 2 206 963% 8 3.3%
Incident 3 130 67.6% 81 33.3%
Incident 4 163 76.2% 51 23.9%
Incident 5 210 98.6% 3 1.4%
Incident 6 133 63.6% 78 37.6%
Pearson %2=329.95, with 5 degrees of freedom, p=0.00000 
which is significant at the .00001 level
There was also considerable variation between incidents in the percentage of respondents 
who were unsure about whether they would tell anyone. Table 3.8 shows that 30.8% of 
respondents were unsure whether they would tell about incident 6 but only 1.4% were 
unsure about incident 5. The difference between incidents was statistically significant
(p<0.00001)
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Table 3.8: Number of Public Respondents Unsure whether they would
tell about each incident compared with the number who were 
Likelv/Verv Likelv/Unlikelv/Verv Unlikely to tell
Number of Public 
Respondents Unsure 
whether they would tell





Incident 1 62 23.3% 1 153 77.2%
Incident 2 4 7.9% I 210 93.2%
Incident 3 48 22.7% 1 163 77.2%
Incident 4 29 737M& 1 185 36.3%
Incident 5 3 7.4% 1 210 93.6%
Incident 6 65 1 146 69.2%
Peai'son x2= l30.82, with 5 degi'ees of freedom, p=0.00000 
which is significant at the .00001 level
The incidents about which the respondents were most likely to tell (ie incidents 5 and 2) 
were those which involved physical contact with someone who is not related to the child. 
Incidents involving physical contact between the child and a relation were less likely to be 
told about (ie incidents 4 and 6) and the incidents which were least likely to be told about 
were those where it was not clear whether physical contact had taken place (especially 
incident 1).
In three of the six incidents, the gender of the victim makes a statistically significant 
difference to the likelihood of someone being told about tlie incident. In incidents I, 3 and 
4 the incident was statistically more likely to be told about if the victim was a girl rather 
than a boy. The gender of the victim did not make a statistically significant difference in 
incidents 2, 5 and 6.
Person/Agency most likely to be told
The person/agency most likely to be told about four of the six incidents was the child's 
family/friends or the child him/herself. An outside agency was most likely to be 
approached about only two of the incidents. The gender of the victim did not make a 
statistically significant difference to the person/agency most likely to be told about any of 
the six incidents.
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(2) THE CHARACTERTSTTCS OF THE RESPONDENTS AND THE 
LIKELIHOOD OF THE RESPONDENTS TELLING SOMEONE 
ABOUT EACH OF THE INCIDENTS
This section is concerned with the characteristics of the members of the public who 
completed the questionnaire and the likelihood of the public telling about each incident. 
(As the study was primarily concerned with the views of the public, the professionals 
were not asked the same detailed, demographic questions as the public.)
The Gender of the Respondent
Table 3.10: Number of Male and Female Respondents likely to tell about 
each Incident
Number of Male & Female 
Respondents Indicating 
that it was Likely/Very 





Statistically Result of Test 
Significant?
( p < 0 . 0 5 )
Incident 1 20 23.6% 43 30.7%
Pearson x2=0,10 
with 1 df, 
p=0.74939
Incident 2 65 91.5% 136 98.6%
Fisher's exact test. 
Yes two-tailed, 
p=0.01963
Incident 3 36 52.2% 90 65.7%
Pearson x2~3.53 
No with 1 df, 
p=0.06023




Incident 5 71 100.0% 135 97.8%
Fisher's exact test, 
No two-tailed, 
p=0.55249
Incident 6 43 60.6% 88 64.7%
Pearson x2=0.34 
No with 1 df, 
p=0.55723
Female respondents were more likely than male respondents to tell about five of the six 
incidents. However, the difference was only statistically significant (p<0.05) in two of 
the incidents (ie incidents 2 and 4).
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The Age of the Respondent
Table 3.11: Likelihood of Younger and Older People Telling abnnt each
Incident
Number of Younger and 
Older Respondents 
Indicating that it was 
Likely/Very likely they 











Incident 1 35 24.3% 29 46.3% Yes
Peai'son %2=5.75 
with 1 df, 
p=0.01647
Incident 2 135 96.4% 68 95.3% No
Fisher's exact test, 
two-tailed, 
p= l.00000
Incident 3 76 55.1% 52 74.3% Yes
Pearson %2=7.24 
with 1 df, 
p=0.00712
Incident 4 112 80.0% 50 76.4% No
Peai'son %2=2.42 
with 1 df, 
p=0.11952
Incident 5 138 97.9% 70 100.0% No
Fisher's exact test, 
two-tailed, 
p=0.55237
Incident 6 91 65.5% 41 58.6% No
Pearson %2=0.95 
with 1 df, 
p=0.32934
It would appear that, overall, the age of the respondent had no consistent effect on the 
likelihood of the respondent telling about each incident: respondents aged 40 and over 
were more likely than those aged under 40 to tell about three of the incidents and those 
under 40 years of age were more likely to tell about the other tluee incidents. However, 
the difference was significant in two incidents (ie incidents 1 and 3, where p=0.01647 and 
0.00712 respectively) and in both of these incidents older people were more likely to tell 
than younger people.
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Parental Status of the Respondent
Table 3.12: Number of Parents/Guardians and Non-Parents/ 
Guardians likely to tell about each Incident
Number of Parents/Guardians and 
Non-Parents/Guardians Indicating 
that it was Likely/Very Likely 











Incident 1 39 33.6% 25 26.3%
Pearson %2=1.32 
No with 1 df, 
p=0.25080
Incident 2 113 96.6% 90 96.8%
Fisher’s exact 
No test, two-tailed, 
p= l.00000
Incident 3 78 68.4% 50 53.8%
Pearson %2=4.66 
with 1 df, 
p=0.03082
Incident 4 88 75.9% 73 77.7%
Pearson %2~0.09 
NO with 1 df, 
p-0.75942




Incident 6 72 62.6% 60 64.5%
Pearson %2=0.08 
No with 1 df, 
p=0.77638
Overall, the paiental status of the respondents made very little difference to tlie likelihood 
of the respondent telhng someone about the incidents. However, in one incident (incident 
3) parents/guardians were statistically more likely to tell than non-parents/guardians 
(p=0.03082).
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Whether Respondent_has an Occupational Awareness/Experience  ̂ of CSA
Table 3.13: Number of Public Respondents With and Without an
Occupational Awareness/Experience of CSA who are likely to 
tell about each Incident
Number of Public Respondents 
With and Without an 
Occupational Awareness of 
CSA Indicating that it was 
Likely/Very Likely they would 








( p < 0 . 0 5 )
Incident 1 13 27.1% 51 31.7% ,  ̂ Pearson y2=0.37 No with 1 df, 
p=0.54449
Incident 2 49 100.0% 151 95.6%
Fisher's exact test, 
No two-tailed, 
p=0.20239
Incident 3 33 70.2% 93 58.9% Pearson x2= 1.97 No with 1 df, 
p=0.16036
Incident 4 40 81.6% 120 75.5% Pearson %2=0.80 No with 1 df, 
p=0.37082
Incident 5 49 100.0% 156 98.1%
Fisher’s exact test, 
No two-tailed, 
p= l.00000
Incident 6 38 77.6% 93 58.9% Pearson 72=5.62 Yes with 1 df, 
p=0.01773
In 5 of the 6 incidents, respondents with some occupational experience/uaining in CSA 
were more likely to tell someone about the incident than respondents without such an 
experience. These differences were, however, only statistically significant in incident 6 
(p=0.01773).
As was explained in a note in Chapter Two, the term "Occupational Awareness" has been used in this 
thesis to refer to occupations which are likely to involve some sort o f  training in CSA. (This would 
therefore include respondents in occupations such as Social Work - who are likely to have direct 
experiences o f dealing with CSA, and respondents in occupations such as Teaching and Youth Work - 
who are likely to have received training in detecting possible signs o f CSA.)
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SUMMARY OF HOW THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
RESPONDENTS AFFECT THE T JKETTHOOD OF THE RESPONDENTS 
TELLING SOMEONE ABOUT EACH INCIDENT
Of the four variables discussed, the two which seemed to make the most consistent 
differences to the likelihood of members of the public telling someone about each incident 
were the gender and the occupation of the respondent. In five of the six incidents, female 
respondents were more likely to tell than male respondents. (In two of the incidents the 
differences were statistically significant.) Respondents who had some occupational 
awai'eness of CSA were more likely to tell about five of the incidents than respondents 
without such an awareness. (The difference was statistically significant in only one 
incident.) While it would appear that the respondent’s age has a mixed result on the 
likelihood of the respondents telling about each incident, the parental status of the 
respondent seemed to make least difference to the likelihood of the respondent telling 
someone about each incident.
THE VIEWS OF THE PROFESSIONALS
While the primary focus of this study was public perceptions of CSA, it was decided (as 
is documented in Chapter Two) that it would be interesting if a small sample of 
professionals whose daily work is likely to involve dealing with possible cases of child 
sexual abuse could be included in the study. Chapter Two stressed the fact that, 
unfortunately, no direct comparisons can be made between the responses given by the 
public and those given by the professionals since both groups were answering a different 
set of questions: while members of the public were asked how likely it was that thev 
themselves would tell someone about each of the six incidents, the professionals were 
asked how important they thought it was that the adult described in each of the vignettes 
told someone about what had allegedly happened.
Each of the six incidents will now be considered again, but this time the professionals' 
responses will be presented. (Since the professionals were not asked the same 
demographic questions as the public, there will not be a section which considers the 
characteristics of the professionals and how important they thought it was that someone 
was told about each incident.)
In view of the small number of professionals involved in the study (n=43), one has to be 
cautious about drawing any definite conclusions from the findings of this small survey.
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INCIDENT 1
Table 3.14.1: How important Professionals think it is that someone is 
told about Incident 1
John Jane T o ta l
Important/ 
Very Important
10 47.5% 21 95.5% 31 72.7%
Unsure 8 33.7% 1 4.5% 9 27.6%
Not Important/ 
Not Important at all
3 74.3% 0 3 7.6%
Total 21 22 43
Pearson x2=12.22, with 1 degree of freedom, p=0.00047 
which is significant at the .0005 level
In order that statistical tests could be carried out on the above data, the three 
categories cited in the table were reduced to two categories (ie Important/Very 
Important and UnsurelNot Important/Not Important at all).
Incident 1 was the incident which, overall, the least number of the professional sample 
thought is important that the public tell someone about. It was the only incident in which 
the gender of the victim made a statistically significant difference (p=0.00047) to the 
importance given by the professionals to the incident being told about. While almost all 
professionals thought it was important that the public tell about this incident if the victim 
was Jane, less than half think someone should be told if the victim was John. Incident 1 
was also the incident about which the greatest percentage of professionals were unsure.
Despite the fact that this was the incident about which the public were least likely to tell 
and the incident which the least number of professionals thought the public should tell 
someone about, there was a considerable discrepancy between the percentage of the public 
who were likely to tell about this incident and the percentage of professionals who thought 
that someone should be told. While less than a third of the public were likely to tell 
someone about this incident, nearly three-quarters of the professionals thought it was 
important that someone is told.
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T o ta l
n=43
Outside Agency 3 74.3% 4 73.2% 7 76.3%
Child/Child's Family 17 37.6% 19 86.4% 36 33.7%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
0 - 0 0
Other 0 0 0
Response is difficult 
to interpret
0 - 1 4.5% 1 2.3%
"Don't know " 0 0 0
Total 20 95.2% 24 109.1% 44 762.3%
Fisher’s exact test, two-tailed, p=1.00000 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first two categories 
cited in the table only (ie^Outside Agency and Child!Child's Family). An 
explanation for this is given below.
The person/agency which the professionals thought it was most important that the public 
tell about this incident was the child's family/friends or the child him/herself. The gender 
of the victim did not make a statistically significant difference (p>0.05). In line with the 
views of the public, the professionals suggested that it was far more appropriate that the 
child’s famUy be approached about this incident rather than an outside agency.
 ̂ As was the case with the members o f the public who took part in the main study, som e o f the 
professional respondents indicated that they would tell more than one person/agency about this and the 
other incidents described in the questionnaire. It is therefore possible that in this and other similar 
tables the number of responses will be greater than 216. Please note that the "total"s given at the foot 
of each table are not totals o f the number o f respondents likely to approach an agency/person about 
each incident but totals o f the number o f approaches likely to be made to all o f the agencies/persons 
listed in the table.
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The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the fir st two categories cited in 
the table only (ie Outside Agency and Child/Child's Family) since they included all the 
relevant data. While it was considered useful to include the other fom' categories in Table 
3.14.2, they were not included in the statistical tests because they involved only a small 
number of respondents and, more importantly, because they did not specify a particular* 
person/agency.
INCIDENT 2
Table 3.15,1: How important Professionals think it is that someone is 
told about Incident 2
Greg Gillian | Total
Important/ 
Very Important
22 766.6% 21 766.6% 1 43 766.6%
Unsure 0 0 - 1 0
Not Important/ 
Not Important at all
0 0 0
Total 22 21 1 43
It is not possible to run any statistical tests on the above 
data as no comparisons can be made
Incident 2 is one of three incidents in which all of the professionals (regardless of the 
gender of the victim) indicated that they thought it important that the public tell someone 
about.
This incident was important as there is considerable agr eement between the public and the 
professionals that someone should be told.
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G ill ia n  I
n=21 1
T o ta l
n=43
Outside Agency 13 59.1% 19 96.5% 1 32 74.4%
Child/Child’s Family 21 95.5% 14 66.7% 1 35 37.4%
Respondent's
Family/Friends




Response is difficult 
to interpret
0 1 4.3% 1 2.3%
"Don't know" 0 0 1 0
Total 34 154.5% 34 162.0% \ 68 158.1%
Peai'son %2=2.51, with 1 degree of freedom, p=0.11308 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first tw’o categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency and ChildlChild's Family). An 
explanation for this is given on page 110.
The person/agency which most professionals thought the public should tell about this 
incident is the child's family/friends or tlie child him/herself. However, almost 75% of all 
professionals indicated that they thought an outside agency should be approached about 
this incident. Table 3.15.2 would appear to suggest that, if the victim was Greg, the 
professionals thought it was less important that an approach be made to an outside agency 
and more important that the child’s family be told than if the victim was Gillian. 
However, the difference was not statistically significant (p>0.05).
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Table 3.16.1: How important Professionals think it is that someone is
 Ing,i,d.fenO
N eil Nicola 1 Total
Important/ 
Very Important
19 91.0% 20 96.5% 1 39 96.7%
Unsure 2 9.1% 2 9.5% 1 4 9.3%
Not Important/ 
Not Important at all
0 0 0
Total 21 22 1 43
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=1.00000 
which is not significant at the .05 level
Over 90% of professionals thought that it is important tliat the public tell someone about 
this incident The gender of the victim did not make a statistically significant difference 
(p>0.05) to this.
It would appear that there is some disagi'eement between a significant minority of the 
public and most professionals over incident 3. While more than 90% of the professionals 
thought it important that someone is told about this incident, less than two-thh'ds of the 
public indicated that it was likely that they would tell someone about it.
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Table 3.16.2: The Person/Agency who the Professionals think should be 







Outside Agency 8 38.1% 9 40.9% 17 39.5%
Child/Child’s Family 13 61.9% 14 63.6% 27 62.3%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
0 - 0 - 0 -
Other 0 0 0
Response is difficult 
to interpret
0 - 0 - 0 -
"Don't know" 0 0 0
Total 21 100.0% 23 104.5% 44 102.3%
Pearson %2=0.005, with 1 degree of freedom, p=0.94384 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first two categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency and ChildlChild's Family). An 
explanation for this is given on page 110.
The person/agency which most professionals indicated should be told about this incident 
were the child's family/friends or the child him/herself. However, almost 40% of 
professionals thought that an outside agency should be approached. The gender of the 
victim did not make a statistically significant difference (p>0.05) to who the professionals 
thought should be told about this incident.
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INCIDENT 4




A n n  1 T o ta l
Important/ 
Very Important
22 100.0% 21 766.6% 1 43 100.0%
Unsure 0 0 - 1 0
Not Important/ 
Not Important at all
0 0 - 1 0
Total 22 21 1 43
It is not possible to run any statistical tests on the above 
data as no comparisons can be made
Incident 4 is one of three incidents which all professionals thought was important tliat the 
public teH someone else about (regai’dless of tlie gender of the victim).
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Outside Agency 6 27.3% 11 52.4% 17 39 J%
Child/Child's Family 8 36.4% 16 76.2% 24 55.3%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
0 - 0 - 0 -
Other 0 0 0
Response is difficult 
to interpret
2 9.7% 1 4.3% 3 7.6%
"Don’t know" 0 0 0 .
Total 16 72.7% 28 733.3% 44 102.3%
Peai'son %2=0.02, with 1 degree of freedom, p=0.89622 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first two categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency and ChildlChild's Family). An 
explanation for this is given on page 110.
The person/agency which the professionals indicated that they thought it most important 
the public approach about this incident was the child’s family/friends or the child 
him/herself. However, only 55.8% indicated this to be the case and 39.5% said that they 
thought that an outside agency should be approached. If the victim was Alan, then fewer 
professionals think it is important that the public approach an outside agency and/or the 
child's family than if the victim was Ann. These differences were, however, not 
statistically significant (p>0.05).
While both the public and the professionals indicated that the child’s family should be 
approached about incident 4, it is cleai' that more professionals thought it was important 
that an outside agency be approached than did the public.
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INCIDENT 5
Table 3.18.1: How Important Professionals think it is that someone is




21 100.0% 22 766.6% 43 100.0%
Unsure 0 0 0
Not Important/ 
Not Important at all
0 - 0 0
Total 21 22 43
It is not possible to run any statistical tests on the above 
data as no comparisons can be made
Incident 5 is another of the tiiree incidents which all of tlie professionals (regardless of the 
gender of the victim) thought it was important that the public tell someone about.
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Table 3.18.2: The Person/Agency who the Professionals think should be
told Incident 5




T o ta l
n=43
Outside Agency 19 90.5% 21 95J%  1 40 93.0%
Child/Child's Family 6 23.6% 11 56.6% 1 17 39.5%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
0 - 0 0
Other 0 0 0
Response is difficult 
to interpret
0 - 0 0
"Don't know" 0 - 0 - 1 0
Total 25 119.0% 32 745.5% 1 57 132.6%
Peai'son %2=0.72, with 1 degree of freedom, p=0.39555 
which is not significant at tlie .05 level
The statistical tests carried out on the above data included the first two categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency and ChildlChild's Family). An 
explanation for this is given on page 110.
The professionals thought it was important that an outside agency be approached about 
this incident. Table 3.18.2 would suggest that, if the victim was male, the professionals 
thought it was less important that the child’s family be told than if the victim is female. 
However, this difference was not statistically significant (p>0.05).
Incident 5 was particularly salient because the public and the professionals were in 
agreement about the importance of involving an outside agency.
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INCIDENT 6
Table 3.19.1: How important Professionals think it is that someone is
told Incident 6
Mike 1 Mary Total
Important/ 
Very Important
21 95.5% j 21 100.0% 42 97.7%
Unsure 1 4.5% 1 0 1 2.3%
Not Important/ 
Not Important at all
0 0 0
Total 22 1 21 43
There are no statistical tests available which would give additional meaning to these data
Almost all of the professionals thought it was important that the public tell someone about 
incident 6. While all the professionals thought it important that the public tell someone 
about the incident if it involved Maiy, one professional was unsure when the victim was 
Mike. This single exception was too small for statistical testing to be relevant.
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M ary  | 
n=21 1
T o ta l
n=43
Outside Agency 19 86.4% 18 35.7% 37 36.6%
Child/Child's Family 4 18.2% 6 23.6% 10 23.3%
Respondent's
Family/Friends
0 - 0 - 1 0 -
Other 0 0 1 0
Response is difficult 
to interpret
0 - 0 1 0 -
"Don't know" 0 - 0 _  1 0
Total 23 104.5% \ 24 774.3% 1 47 109.3%
Fisher's exact test, two-tailed, p=0.72379 
which is not significant at the .05 level
The statistical tests earned out on the above data included the first tw’o categories 
cited in the table only (ie Outside Agency and Child/Child's Family). An 
explanation for this is given on page 110.
While the person/agency which the professionals thought it was most important that the 
public approach about incident 6 was an outside agency, a greater percentage of 
professionals think this was important than tlie percentage of the public who indicated that 
it was likely that they would actually tell an outside agency. The gender of the victim did 
not make a statistically significant difference (p>0.05) to the professionals’ views about 
who should be approached about this incident.
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SUMMARY OF HOW IMPORTANT THE PROFRSSTONAT.S THINK TT IS 
THAT MEMBERS OF THE PUBLIC TELL SOMEONE ABOUT 
INCIDENTS 1 TO 6
The results of the study of professionals are summarised on the following page in Table 
3.20.
The importance of the Incident being told about
There was some variability amongst professionals about how important they thought it 
was that someone else was told about each incident. While only 72.1% of professionals 
indicated that they thought it important that the public tell about incident 1, all 
professionals thought it important that the public tell about incidents 2, 4 and 5. There 
was, on the whole, considerably less unsureness about the likelihood of telling about each 
incident amongst the professionals than there was amongst the public. While 21.0% of 
professionals were unsure about incident 1, none were unsure about incidents 2, 4, and 5.
The only incident in which the gender of the victim made a statistically significant 
difference to the professionals' views was incident 1. The gender of the victim made no 
difference at all in incidents 2, 3, 4 and 5 and little difference in incident 6.
If the six incidents are ranked firstly in order of the likelihood of the public telling about 
each incident and then in order of the percentage of professionals who thought it was 
important that each incident is told about, the six incidents appeal' in a similai' order in both 
lists. However, in some incidents there are considerable differences between the 
percentage of professionals who thought it was important that the public tell about the 
incident and the percentage of the public who are likely to tell.
Person/Agency most likely to be told
There was some agieement between the public and the professionals that the same four 
incidents should be brought to the attention of the child's family/friends or the child 
him/herself. However, the professionals believe it is more important that an outside 
agency be told than the public indicated they would tell. The difference may, of course, 
be a result of the two different versions of the questionnaire which were used with the 
professionals and the public. Just as the gender of the victim did not make a statistically 
significant difference to the agency/person most likely to be told about each incident by tlie 
public, the victim's gender did not make a statistically significant difference to the
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person/agency which the professionals thought ought to be told about each of the six 
incidents.
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SUMMARY OF CHAPTER THREE
This chapter has reported on the findings of the two studies which were included in this 
research. It has reported the findings of both the prevalence study and the main study.
The main finding of the prevalence study was that possible abuse was reported by 7.5% 
of respondents. While 12% (n=22) of females reported possible abuse, only 2.5% (n=4) 
of males reported that they may have been abused. It would seem that the respondent’s 
age and whether or not he/she was brought up in a family with a religious affiliation made 
most difference to the reporting of abuse. Many respondents did not tell anyone about the 
abuse at the time, and most did not come to regard their experiences as abuse until later. 
Males and females reported differences in their experiences of abuse in terms of the age 
when they were first abused, the difference in ages between the victim and the perpetrator 
and whether the abuse happened within or outside the child’s home. Males were less 
likely to feel harmed by their experiences than females. All those who reported possible 
abuse were abused by males.
In the main study, the percentage of respondents likely to tell someone about each of the 
incidents varied considerably between incidents. In three of the incidents, the gender of 
the victim made a statistical difference to the likelihood of the incident being told about. In 
each of these three cases, the incident was more likely to be told about if it involved a giri 
rather than a boy. In four of the six incidents, the person/agency most likely to be told is 
the child’s family/friends or the child him/herself. In all six incidents, the gender of the 
victim did not make a statistically significant difference to the person/agency most likely to 
be told about each incident. Although the incidents about which the public were most 
likely to tell were the same as those which the gi'eatest percentage of professionals thought 
it was important that someone was told about, there were considerable differences 
between the percentage of professionals who thought it was important that someone was 
told and the percentage of the public who were likely to tell. In only one incident did the 
gender of the victim make a statistically significant difference to the professionals' views 
about the importance of the public telling someone about the incident. While there was 
some agreement between the public and the professionals that the same four incidents 
should be brought to tlie attention of the child’s family/friends of the child him/herself, the 
professionals think that it is more important that an outside agency be involved than do the 
public. In all six incidents, the gender of the victim did not make a statistical difference to 
the agency/person who the professionals think should be told about each incident.
The implications of these findings wül be discussed in the chapter which follows.
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Chanter 4 
IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESEARCH
The research on which this thesis is based consisted of two studies. The first was a 
prevalence study of child sexual abuse amongst a sample of students attending colleges 
/universities in the Glasgow area. The study differed from most other prevalence studies 
in that it was conducted exclusively in Scotland. The second study (which became very 
much the main study) was an exploration of perceptions of child sexual abuse. It made 
use of a questionnaire which described six incidents (which might be viewed as sexual 
abuse) involving children and asked the respondents to indicate how Hkely it was that they 
would tell someone about each incident. While this study was especially interested in 
public perceptions of CSA, a small sample of professionals was also included in the 
research. A particular focus of the main study was the effect of the gender of the victim 
involved in a possible case of child sexual abuse on the likelihood of the respondents 
telling anyone else about the incidents. Like the prevalence study, the main study differed 
from most previous studies in that the research was caiiied out entirely in Scotland. The 
study found that the majority of respondents were likely to tell someone about five of the 
six incidents. It was also found that the gender of the child made a statistical difference to 
the likelihood of the respondents telling about three of the incidents. The person/agency 
most likely to be approached about four of the incidents was the child, the child’s family 
or the respondent’s family. The gender of the child involved in each incident did not make 
a statistically significant difference to the person/agency most likely to be told.
The purpose of this final chapter is to discuss the implications of the research. It will 
include some compaiisons of the results of the present study with the findings of some 
previous studies which have explored perceptions of child abuse. However, before the 
results of the present study aie discussed, the limitations of the research will be outlined.
The Limitations of the Study
There are a number of possible criticisms of this study. Perhaps the most important 
shortcoming is that the main study was based entirely on the use of vignettes. (For a 
discussion of the advantages and the disadvantages of using the vignette technique in 
social research, see Chapter Two.)
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Of all the problems associated with the use of vignettes, the most important criticism in 
relation to the present study is the fact that it is impossible to know if the responses 
provided by the respondents ai'e accurate representations of their behaviour in real life 
situations. It is possible that fewer (or more) respondents would tell about the incidents 
described in the questionnaire if they came upon similar situations in real life. There are 
three possible reasons why the responses given in the present study may not accurately 
represent real life behaviour. Firstly, it is possible that some of the respondents (either 
consciously or unconsciously) provided the responses which they thought the researcher 
wanted to hear. Secondly some of the respondents may have decided to supply answers 
which they considered to be socially respectable. A further reason why is it possible that 
the responses provided in the study are not representative of the respondents' behaviour in 
real life is that the respondents were aware of the topic being explored and were therefore 
likely to be sensitised to the issues involved. In the case of the present study, they may 
have interpreted the incidents described in the quesdonnabe as child sexual abuse because 
they knew that the study was about CSA. The question of whether respondents became 
sensitised to the issues being researched is one which is raised by Haugaard & Reppucci 
(1988) in their criticisms of Atteben'y-Bennett (1987)’s study (see Chapter One for a 
summary of Atteberry-Bennett’s work).
While it would be wrong to ignore the fact that we cannot be ceitain how accurately the 
responses given in the completed questionnaires represent the real life behaviour of the 
respondents, it is fair to say that some of the written comments provided by a number of 
the respondents would suggest that the respondents did spend some time caiefully 
considering their choice of responses.
Of course, the question of how accurately the responses elicited by the vignettes represent 
the respondents’ real life behaviour is not peculiar either to this study or to other studies 
which have used the vignette technique. It also appropriate to question the success of 
more traditional questionnaires in accurately measuiing the attitudes and behaviours of the 
respondents involved.
One method which would have allowed the present researcher to explore the extent to 
which the responses provided by the respondents represent their behaviour in real life 
situations would have been to conduct a series of in-depth interviews with a number of the 
respondents. These interviews would have enabled the researcher to question the 
respondents about their responses. In paiticular, the respondents could have been asked 
to explain their chosen responses. Unfortunately, due to the limited amount of time 
available for the present reseai'ch to be carried out, it was necessaiy for the study to rely 
upon tlie quantitative data collected in the questionnaires.
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A second possible criticism of the present study was that the sample was not 
representative of the general population. Chapter Two documented the attempts which 
were made by the researcher to ensure that the sample included males and females of 
different ages and socio-economic classes and it explained that the there was an over­
representation of females and middle class respondents in tlie final sample. Because of the 
sensitive nature of the topic being researched, it was decided that it would be almost 
impossible to gain access to a representative sample since it would be wrong to approach 
complete strangers and ask them about child sexual abuse without some sort of 
introduction. Even if resources were available to replicate the present study on a larger 
scale, some sort of filtering process would have to be involved in the selection of the 
sample. This filtering process would be likely to result in the final sample not being 
representative of tlie general population.
This next section will discuss some of the main findings of the reseai'ch. Three questions 
will be addressed: Is there a consensus of opinion about what constitutes child sexual 
abuse? Is a possible case of CSA involving a boy likely to be heated less seriously than if 
the case involved a girl? Which agency/person is most likely to be told about a possible 
case of CSA?
Throughout the discussion which follows, the criticisms of the study which were outlined 
in the preceding pages should be borne m mind by the reader.
Is there a Consensus of Opinion about what constitutes Child Sexual 
Abuse?
Table 4.1, below, shows the percentage of the public sample who said it was likely that 
they would tell someone about each of the incidents and the characteristics of each 
incident. In the remainder of this chapter, it will be assumed that the incidents which the 
public are most likely to tell someone about are those which the public believe are most 
likely to involve CSA. In the same way it will be assumed that the professionals who 
think it is important that someone else is told about the incident believe that they should be 
told because the incident may involve sexual abuse.
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The Public
Table 4.1: Number of Public Respondents likelv_to_ tell about each 
Incident and the characteristics of the Incidents
In c id e n t
N u m b er
N um ber o f  
P u b lic  
R e sp o n d ­
en ts  lik e ly  
to  tell 
(n=216)
D escrip tion  o f In cid en t
In c id en t  
h a p p en s  
in sid e or  
o u ts id e  
th e  fam ily
A ge o f  
y o u n g  
p erso n  
in v o lv e d
O lder  
p e r so n  
is an  
a d u lt
5 210 98.6%
Child is "flashed at" while on a 




Child is accosted by and forced to 
masturbate an older boy who 
lives in the neighbourhood
Out 8 No
4 163 76.2%
Child is fondled by an older 
brother In 9 N o




15-year-old child shares a bed 
with parent o f the opposite sex In 15 Yes
1 67 31.2% Parent o f opposite sex has started to enter batkroom while 14-year- 
old child is in bath
In 14 Yes
Table 4.1 shows that the majority of respondents were likely to tell someone about all but 
one of the six incidents described in the questionnaire: over 60% of respondents indicated 
that they were likely to tell about five of the six incidents and more than 95% of 
respondents were likely to tell about two of the incidents. These findings are in keeping 
with the results of some previous research studies. For example, Finkelhor and Redfield 
(1984) found that then' respondents also tended to view most of their vignettes as very 
sexually abusive. On a scale of one to ten, 60% of all their ratings were either an 8, 9 or 
10 (Finkelhor and Redfield 1984). In her study of teachers' definitions of child abuse, 
Tite (1993) discovered that most teachers think of child abuse in much broader terms than 
those set down in legal definitions. Finally, Cruise et al (1994)'s exploration of children's 
perceptions of physical abuse revealed that the childi'en rated most vignettes at the high 
end of a five-point seriousness scale.
While there would appear to be some consensus amongst tlie public about what constitutes 
child sexual abuse, it would seem that there is more consensus about some incidents tlian 
others. While virtually all respondents said that it was likely that they would tell someone 
about incident 5, only 61.6% indicated that it was likely that they would tell about incident 
3. (Of course even fewer respondents, only one in three, said it was likely that they
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would tell about incident 1.) This raises the question of why more respondents were 
likely to tell about some incidents.
Chapter One summarised some of the general findings from previous studies of public 
perceptions of child sexual abuse. There are clearly a number of similarities between the 
findings of these earlier studies and the results of the present study in terms of the 
behaviours involved in each incident and the incidents which are most likely to be told 
about. Previous research found that the situations which ai'e most likely to be defined as 
"sexual abuse" are those which involve sexual intercourse (Finkelhor & Redfield 1984 
and Atteberry-Bennett 1987). Incidents involving the fondling of the child's sex 
organs/touching genitals (Finkelhor & Redfield 1984 and Attebeny-Bennett 1987) and 
being exposed to an exhibitionist (Finkelhor & Redfield 1984) are also likely to be 
regarded as abusive. Wells & Willis' (1988) investigation of the factors which influence 
the reporting of incidents by police officers found that incidents involving mutual 
masturbation were viewed as "very serious" by over 70% of respondents.
While none of the incidents included in the present study involved sexual intercourse, the 
five incidents which more than 60% of respondents were likely to tell someone about 
involved elements of the otlier acts identified by previous research as likely to be identified 
as CSA. All five incidents involved either the child being exposed to an exhibitionist, the 
child's genitals being fondled or the child being forced to fondle the other person's 
genitals.
While it is important to consider the incidents which the respondents were most likely to 
tell someone about, it is also important to consider the incident about which the least 
number of respondents were likely to tell. One possible explanation why so few 
respondents were likely to tell about incident 1 is that it was the incident which was least 
likely to involve physical contact between the child and parent. While incident 3 (the 
second least likely incident to be told about) does not state that any physical contact did 
take place, it seems more likely that contact could take place in incident 3 (where the child 
and parent were sharing a bed) than in incident 1.
Table 4.1 shows that almost all respondents (98.6%) Indicated that they were likely to tell 
about incident 5 and 96.3% were likely to tell about incident 2. This raises the question of 
why so many of the respondents were likely to tell about these two incidents. While tliere 
are a number of possible explanations (eg the act involved, the age of the child etc), one 
characteristic which differentiated incidents 5 and 2 from the other four incidents was that 
incidents 5 and 2 were the only two incidents to happen outside the child’s family. This
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would suggest that tlie public may be less likely to tell someone else about incidents which 
take place inside the family tlian those which happen outside tlie family.
Unfortunately, some of the previous studies which have explored perceptions of child 
abuse did not consider differences between incidents happening within and outwith the 
family. For example, Broussai'd, Wagner & Kazelskis (1991) were only concerned with 
extrafamilial relationships. On the other hand, Willis and Wells (1988) concerned 
themselves only with intrafamiiial incidents involving a pai'ent and a child. However, 
Finkelhor & Redfield (1984) did test for differences in perceptions of incidents happening 
within and outwith the family. They found that, like the respondents of the present study, 
overall, then" respondents did not rate incidents involving incestuous relationships as being 
particularly serious. While situations involving certain relationships (eg fathers and 
daughters) were considered more abusive than other situations involving two individuals 
who were not related to each other, the ratings for incestuous relationships, in general, 
were not especially high. Finkelhor & Redfield write;
 people do not automatically place any sexual relationship involving a
relative in a category of special seriousness. They may do so for some 
particular family relationships, such as father-daughter incest, but not for 
family relationships as a whole. Other factors about the sexual contact, the 
ages and sexes of participants, for example, outweigh and complicate the 
simple issue of whether or not it was incest.
(Finkelhor & Redfield 1984, p. 118)
Finkelhor & Redfield ai’gue that certain categories of incestuous sexual contact ai'e ranked 
fairly low on the scale of abusiveness. They claim that some forms of non-incestuous 
sexual contact (eg between an adult neighbour and a young child) are viewed as more 
ser'iously abusive than many forms of incest (eg contact between similarly aged siblings).
While the literatme suggests that CSA is more common outside the family than within it 
(eg Gillham 1991 and Saraga 1993), it is acknowledged that childi'en can be sexually 
abused within the family. However, the evidence from both the present research and 
Finkelhor and Redfield (1984)’s study would suggest that the public is less likely to tell 
someone about a sexually abusive incident within a family. This would suggest that either 
the public do not like to admit that children can be sexually abused within the family, or 
they believe that such situations should be left for the family to deal with privately without 
any outside interference at all.
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In addition to the nature of the act involved and whether or not the incident happened 
within the child’s family, Finkelhor & Redfiled (1984) discovered that two other 
characteristics of their vignettes made a difference to the likelihood of the incidents being 
perceived as sexual abuse.
Firstly, Finkelhor & Redfield (1984) found that the incidents used in their study were 
more likely to be viewed as abusive if the older person involved was an adult. 
Unfortunately, this finding cannot be compared dkectly with the present study because 
Finkelhor & Redfield altered the age of the perpetrator within vignettes and the age of the 
per*petr*ator only changes in the present study between vignettes. However, Table 4.1 
suggests that whether or not the perpetrator was an adult may not have had a consistent 
effect in the present study. While the other person involved in incident 5 (ie the incident 
which the greatest percentage of respondents are likely to tell someone about) was an 
adult, the older person involved in incidents 2 and 4 (the second and tlibd incidents most 
likely to be told about) was not an adult. However, because the present study did not vai'y 
the age of the perpetrator within vignettes it is not possible to say if the age of the 
perpetrator really did have an effect on the percentage of the public likely to tell about each 
incident of if it was other characteristics (such as the nature of the act involved) which 
influenced the respondents’ decision about how likely it was that they would teU.
The second relationship which Finkelhor & Redfield discovered was that incidents 
involving victims who were either adolescents or young children were considered less 
abusive than those involving preadolescent victims. Atteberry-Bennett (1987) found a 
slightly simpler relationship between the age of tlie victim and tlie perceived abusiveness 
of the incident. He found that the older the child involved, the more abusive the situation 
was considered to be. Since the present study did not specifically test for the relationship 
between the age of the victim and the likelihood of the respondents telling about each 
incident, no definite conclusions can be made. While Table 4.1 does show that it was the 
incidents involving the younger childi'en which were considered most abusive, it is 
impossible to say if the age of the child did influence the likelihood of the respondents 
telling about each incident or if other variables were more important.
Previous studies of public perceptions of CSA have found that female respondents ar'e 
more likely than male respondents to view a situation as sexually abusive (Finkelhor & 
Redfield 1984 and Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis 1991). Broussard, Wagner & 
Kazelskis (1991) discovered that tire female respondents in their study not only rated the 
vignettes as more representative of CSA, but also rated the victims’ responses as more 
characteristic of sexual abuse and the impact of the incident as more harmful for the 
victim. Of the six incidents used in the present study, female respondents were more
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likely than male respondents to tell about five of the incidents (in the case of two incidents, 
the difference was statistically significant). A number of explanations are given in Chapter 
One as to why males appear' to be less likely than females to label a situation as sexual 
abuse.
In line with the findings of previous studies, the majority of respondents in the present 
study indicated tiiat they were likely to tell about most incidents: they were most likely to 
tell about incidents in which a child was exposed to an exhibitionist or incidents which 
involved the child’s genitals being fondled or the child being forced to touch someone 
else’s genitals. This would suggest that there is a consensus amongst most members of 
the public concerning the types of behaviours which are considered sexually abusive. It 
would appear that the respondents were more likely to tell about an incident which 
happened outside a family than they there were about a situation within the family. In the 
present study, the incidents which were most likely to be told about were those which 
involved younger victims and whether or not the perpetrator was an adult would seem not 
to have a consistent effect on the likelihood of the incident being told about. However, 
since the age of the victim and the perpenator were not specifically tested for in this study, 
it is important to remember that any findings in relation to them must be treated with 
extreme caution since it is possible that other variables were viewed as more important in 
terms of defining each incident as sexual abuse. The present study found that male 
respondents are less likely than female respondents to define a situation as abusive. Tliis 
finding is in line with the findings of previous reseai'ch.
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The Professionals
Table 4.2: Number of Professionals who thought is it important that 
someone is told about each Incident. Number of Public 
Respondents likely to tell about each Incident and the 
characteristics of the Incidents
In c id en t
N u m b er
N u m b er o f  P ro fession a ls  
w h o  thou ght it is 
im p ortan t that som eon e is 
told  about each in cid en t
(n=43)
N um ber o f  
P u b lic  
R esp o n d en ts  
lik ely  to  tell
(n=216)
D escrip tion  o f  In c id en t
5 43 100.0% 210 98.6%
Child is "flashed at" while on a 
picnic. "Flasher" tells child to 
hold his penis
2 43 100.0% 206 96.3%
Child is accosted by æid forced to 
masturbate an older boy who 
lives in the neighbourhood
4 43 100.0% 163 76.2%
Child is fondled by an older 
brother
6 42 97.7% 133 63.07c
Child and parent o f  the same sex 
massage each other's bodies after 
physical exercise
3 39 99.7% 130 61.67c
15-year-old child shares a bed 
with parent o f the opposite sex
1 31 72.1% 67 31.27c
Parent o f  opposite sex has started 
to enter bathroom while 14-year- 
old child is in bath
When considering the views of the professionals, it is important to remember that the 
questionnaire which was completed by the professionals was not identical to the 
questionnaire which used with the public (see Chapter Two). Any comparisons between 
public and professional responses must therefore be made with considerable caution. 
Since the professionals were asked about other people’s behaviour', it is possible that their 
responses would have been more realistic than those of the public (who were asked about 
their own behaviour). Because the public were asked about their own behaviour, it is 
possible that they were more concerned with playing the role of the “good citizen” than 
providing accurate indications of their own behaviour. If any of the public respondents 
did indeed adopt the role of the “good citizen”, then it is probable that the level of 
intervention tliey claim is higher tlian it would be in real life.
While extreme caution must be exercised if comparing views of the professionals and the 
public it is possible to compai'e the responses of the professionals between the six 
incidents. As Table 4.2 shows, there would appear' to be considerable agreement amongst 
professionals about how important it was that someone was told about each incident. This
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would suggest that there is much agi’eement amongst professionals about what constitutes 
child sexual abuse. Indeed, in three incidents ^  professionals indicated that they thought 
it important that someone else was told about the incidents. Over 90% of professionals 
said that it was important tliat someone else is told about another two of the incidents. The 
incident which the professionals viewed as being least serious was incident 1.
For the professionals, there seems to be a consensus about any incident which involves 
physical contact whether that contact is with a relative or a non-relative of the child. It 
would appear that professionals make little distinction between incidents which occur 
within and outwith the family. This would suggest that professionals ai'e willing to 
acknowledge that children can be sexually abused within the family.
The Public and the Professionals compared
Because of tlie differences between the questionnaires which were completed by the public 
and the professionals, it was never intended that a dii'ect statistical compai’ison could be 
made between the responses elicited from the two groups. Rather, it was hoped that the 
comparison would yield some general impressions. The oven'iding impression is that 
while the incidents which professionals thought it was most important that someone was 
told about were the same incidents as those which the public were most likely to tell 
someone about, the professionals seem more likely to assume that an incident involves 
child sexual abuse than ai'e members of the public. This finding is interesting, given that 
one previous study (Giovannoni and Becen*a 1979) which compared the views of child 
mistreatment held by professionals and members of the public found that the lay 
respondents were less likely than the professionals to regard incidents as abusive.
It is acknowledged that this difference between professionals and public perceptions may 
simply be a result of the two different questionnaires which were used. However, there 
are a number of other possible explanations.
One possibility would be that the professionals have become so sensitised to child sexual 
abuse that they see CSA in situations which aie not, in the view of the general public, 
abusive. A second possible explanation why professionals appear to think it is so 
important that someone else is told about each of the six incidents is that, as professionals, 
the "buck" ultimately stops with them. Failure to take action on a possible case of CSA 
which later turns out to be something more serious could result in the professional as an 
individual, or his/lier profession as a whole, being severely criticised. (Of course, over- 
reaction to possible cases of abuse can also result in professionals being heavily criticised.
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eg Cleveland and Orkney.) A further possible explanation why so many professionals 
seem to think it is important that someone is told about each of the incident is professional 
aggrandisement. It may be that professionals believe that they need to justify the role of 
their own profession in society by finding cases of CSA for tlieir profession to deal with.
Because of the differences between tire questionnaires used witli the professionals and the 
public, it would be wrong to attribute too much to this finding. However, it would appear 
that professionals may be more ready to define a situation as child sexual abuse than the 
public. (Of course, while professionals do appear to be more ready to label a situation as 
CSA, it is important to remember that over half the public indicated that it was likely that 
they would take action in 5 out of the 6 incidents.)
Does the gender of the voung person involved in a possible case of CSA 
make a difference to the likelihood of the Incident being told about?
While there was some interest in ascertaining whether there is a consensus of opinion 
about what constitutes CSA and which person/agency was most likely to be told about a 
possible case of CSA, one of the main aims of this research was to investigate whether the 
gender of the young person involved in an incident made any difference to the likelihood 
of any further action being taken. It was hypothesised that a possible case of CSA 
involving a boy was likely to be treated less seriously than tlie same incident if it involved 
a gh'l, and Chapter One outlined a number of possible reasons why this might be the case. 
It is to this issue that attention is now turned.
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The Public
Table 4.3: Whether the Gender of the Victim makes a Statistical
Difference to the Incident being told about. Number o f  
Public Respondents ïlkelv to tell about each Incident and 
the Characteristics of the Incidents
In c id en t
N u m b er
In cid en t is 
s ta t is t ic a l ly *  
le ss  lik e ly  
to  be told  
ab out by the  
p u b lic  if  
v ic tim  is  
m a le
N um ber o f  
P u b lic  
R esp o n d e n ts  
lik ely  to  
t e l l
(n=216)
In c id en t  
h ap p en s  
in side or 
o u ts id e  
c h ild 's  
fa m ily ?
In c id en t  
in v o lv es  a 
p aren t o f  the 
o p p o s ite  sex  
to  the ch ild
In c id e n t
in v o lv e s
p h y s ic a l
c o n ta c t?
5 N o 210 98.67c Out No Yes
2 N o 206 96.37o Out No Yes
4 Yes 163 76.2% In No Yes
6 No 133 63.07c In No Yes
3 Yes 130 61.67c In Yes Possibly
1 Yes 67 37.2% In Yes Unlikely
* Chi-square was used to test for statistical significance. (Values for %2, p and degrees of freedom are 
reported in the tables included in Chapter 3.)
Table 4.3 shows that, in three of the six incidents used in the present reseai'ch, the public 
respondents were statistically less likely to tell someone else about the incident if the 
victim was a boy rather than a girl.
This raises the question of why this statistical difference is present in only three of the 
incidents. One common chai*acteristic of the three incidents where the statistical difference 
is present, is that they all involve someone else who is related to the child. In two 
incidents the other person is the boy’s mother and in the third incident the perpetrator is an 
older brother. In Chapter One it was suggested that a possible case of CSA might be 
ignored if the perpetrator is a woman or another juvenile. The suggestion that the effects 
of an incident are likely to be minimised if the incident involves a boy’s mother is 
supported by this research, since the gender difference is present in the two cases which 
involve a boy and his mother. The suggestion that the effect will be similarly minimised if 
the perpefrator is another juvenile is not supported quite so convincingly, since the gender 
difference is not present in incident 2 which involves an older boy.
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There would appear to be some relationship between tlie existence of the gender difference 
and the perceived seriousness of the incident, since two of the incidents in which the 
gender difference is present are the incidents which the respondents are least likely to tell 
someone about. The same two incidents ai'e also those where it is not clear if there has 
been any physical contact between the child and the other person involved.
It would seem that a possible case of CSA involving a boy is likely to be treated less 
seriously than if the incident involved a girl if it is not clear whether physical contact has 
taken place or if the incident is believed to be of an relatively less serious nature. 
However, the vairable which seems to indicate that the incident will definitely be ti'eated 
less seriously is if the incident involves the boy’s mother.
Previous research has explored the perceived seriousness of different victim-pei-petiator 
gender combinations. Finkelhor & Redfield (1984)’s study showed that the most abusive 
incidents were those involving male peipetrators and a female victims. Attebeny-Bennett 
(1987) found that incidents involving fathers and daughters were rated as being more 
abusive than the same acts involving mothers and sons. In their reviews of Attebeiiy- 
Bennett's study, Haugaai'd & Reppucci write:
 a mother touching a five- or ten-year-old son's genitals was rated as
less abusive than the same act involving a father and daughter. Such results 
suggest that mothers may be allowed more leeway in what is recognized as 
acceptable behavio[u]r than fathers, possibly because of mothers' caietaker 
role.
(Haugaard & Reppucci 1988, p.26)
Broussai’d, Wagner & Kazelskis (1991)'s study showed that interactions between male 
victims and female perpetrators were viewed as less representative of CSA and less 
harmful for the victim than other victim-peipetrator combinations.
As has been noted above, two of the incidents used in the present study involve a child 
and a pai'ent of the opposite sex and in both of these situations the gender of the child 
makes a statistical difference to the likelihood of the incidents being reported/told about. 
Clearly this finding would support the findings of eai'lier studies which suggest that an 
incident involving a father and daughter is more likely to be constiued as sexual abuse 
than a similai' incident involving a mother and son.
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The Professionals
In Chapter One it was suggested that professionals, like members of the general public, 
were likely to ti'eat possible cases of CSA differently depending upon the gender of the 
young person involved. Indeed, Black and DeBlassie (1993) ai'gue that professionals are 
‘no more immune to the effects of socialization than aie the victims and their families’. 
Black & DeB lassie go on:
Helpers must not only become aware of their own biases, but also the 
interplay of theii* biases and those exerted by societal denial on both victims 
and their families in the domain of sexuality - especially in regard to male sex 
role identity.
(Black & DeBlassie 1993, p. 129)
Black and DeBlassie aie certainly not alone in their belief that professionals make 
decisions about possible cases of CSA based on their own personal biases and 
assumptions.
Before the main study used in the present reseai'ch was earned out, data was obtained 
from the Child Protection Register for Stratliclyde Social Work Department to find out the 
percentage of referrals of suspected child sexual abuse which became registered cases. If 
professionals do treat possible cases of CSA involving boys less seriously than those 
involving girls, then one would expect that cases refeii'ed to the Social Work Department 
involving boys would be less likely to become registered than those involving girls. The 
number of refen'als made in 1992-1994 which became Registered Cases is shown in table 
4.4, below.
Table 4.4: Number of Referrals made in 1992-94 to S tra th c ly d e  
Region's Social Work Department which becam e 
Registered Cases in_ their Respective Years
Female Male Total
1992 66 24 90
1993 89 54 143
1994 39 19 58
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While there aie indeed more girls than boys on the Child Protection Register for each of 
the three years included in the table, the differences ai'e not nearly as great as might be 
expected given the difference in prevalence rates (1 in 3 girls and 1 in 6 boys [Gillham 
1991]). A similai' picture can be seen when a compai'ison is made of the number of boys 
and gills registered as having telephoned ChildLine with the main problem being sexual 
abuse. In November 1993 (ChildLine 1993), 235 (65.83%) girls and 122 (34.17%) boys 
were registered by ChildLine as having telephoned for help because they were being 
sexually abused. Finally, the number of girls and boys under the age of 16 being 
counselled for CSA in one office of the Royal Scottish Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Children in March 1990 was 24 and 22 respectively (RSSPCC 1990). Clearly, 
these three sets of figures would suggest that the literature is wrong to argue that 
professionals employ personal prejudices and assumptions in relation to gender when 
making decisions about possible cases of CSA. The evidence from these three set of 
figures is that professionals are just as willing to recognise a possible case of CSA if the 
victim is a boy than if the victim is a girl. Indeed, in relation to prevalence rates, 
professionals seem more likely to refer boys.
Table 4.5, on the following page, shows that the gender of the victim only made a 
statistical difference to whether or not the professionals thought it important that the 
incident be told about in only one (incident 1) of the six incidents used in the present 
study. (However, it is important to remember that only a relatively small number of 
professionals, n=43, took pait in this study.)
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Table 4.5: Whether the Gender of the Victim makes a Statistical 
Difference to the Incident being, told about and the 
Number of Professionals who think it is important that 
someone else is told about each Incident
In c id e n t
N u m b er
P r o fe s s io n a ls  
th ou gh t it  w as  
s ta t is t ic a l ly *  
m ore im p ortan t  
th a t In cid en t w as 
told  ab out if  
vic tim  is m ale
N um ber o f  
P ro fess io n a ls  w ho  
thought it w as  
im p ortan t that 
som eone w as told  
about each  
In cid en t  
(n=43)
In c id en t  
h a p p en s  
inside or  
o u ts id e  
c h ild 's  
fa m ily ?
In c id en t  
in v o lv es  a 
parent o f the  
o p p o s ite  sex  
to the ch ild
In c id en t
in v o lv e s
p h y s ic a l
co n ta ct?
5 + 43 100.07o Out No Yes
2 43 100.07c Out No Yes
4 •f 43 100.07o In No Yes
6 ++ 42 97.7% In No Yes
3 No 39 99.7% In Yes Possibly
1 Yes 31 72.17c In Yes Unlikely
* Chi-square was used to test for statistical significance. (Values for %2, p and degrees o f freedom 
are reported in the tables included in Chapter 3.)
+ It is not possible to run any statistical test on these data as no comparisons can be made 
+4- There are no statistical tests available which would give additional meaning to the data
Although the professionals indicated that it was statistically more important that someone 
was told about incident 1 if the victim is a boy rather than a giil, overall it would appear 
(despite what the literature would say) that the gender of the victim makes very little 
difference to whether the professionals are likely to regal'd an incident as sexual abuse. So 
the present study provides further evidence that professionals do not allow personal biases 
in this respect to influence their judgements about possible cases of CSA.
(Again it is important to remember that the questionnaire which was used with the 
professionals was different from the questionnaire which the public completed. Because 
the question which was put to the professionals was about other people’s behaviour, it is 
likely that, overall, they would indicate that it was more important that someone was told 
about each incident than the public said it was likely that they would tell. If levels of 
reporting were higher overall, then tliere would be less scope for gender differences.)
One possible explanation for the discrepancy between tiie claims made in the literature and 
the evidence found in this and other research is that in the last few years attitudes of
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professionals have undergone radical change. The fact that the study found that the 
gender of the child made a difference to the likelihood of the public telling about three of 
the incidents would suggest that public attitudes have also changed in the last few years. 
However, it would seem that public attitudes have not changed to the same extent as the 
attitudes of professions.
Which agencv/perso_n_Js most likely to be told about a possible case of 
CSA?
Table 4.6: Person/Agencv most likely to be told about each Incident bv 
the Public and Person/Agencv who Professionals t h ink  
should be told about each Incident
I n c id e n t
N u m b er
D escrip tio n  o f  
In c id en t
N um ber  
o f P ublic  
lik e ly  to  
t e l l
(n=216)
Person or 
A g e n c y  
m ost lik e ly  
to be told  
a b o u t  
In cident by 
P u b lic
N u m ber o f  
P r o f e s s io n a ls  
w h o  th o u g h t  
i t  im p ortan t  
th a t som eon e  
is to ld  
(n=43)
P erson  or  
A gen cy  w ho  
P r o f e s s io n ­
a ls  th o u g h t  
sh ou ld  be 
to ld  ab ou t  
I n c id e n t
5
Child is "flashed at" 
while on a picnic. 
"Flasher" tells child to 
hold his penis
210 98.67o Outside Agency 43 100.07c Outside Agency
2
Child is accosted by 
and forced to 
masturbate an older 








Child is fondled by an 






Child and parent o f  the 
same sex massage 
each other's bodies 
after physical exercise
133 63.0% Outside Agency 42  97.7% Outside Agency
3
15-year-old child 
shares a bed with 








Parent o f  opposite sex 
has started to enter 
bathroom while 14- 






In four of the six incidents, members of the public and professionals agree that the most 
appropriate agency/person to be approached is the child's family/friends or the child
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him/herself. It would appear that, on the whole, professionals suggest that it is more 
important that the public approach an outside agency than the public indicate that they 
would actually do, but in these four cases the professionals still believe that the child’s 
family is the most appropriate agency to be approached. (Once again it is important to 
remember that the professionals were commenting on the behaviour of others and not 
themselves. It is therefore possible that they were more likely to indicate that an outside 
agency should be involved.)
One might well ask what it is about incidents 5 and 6 that, unlike the other four incidents, 
they are likely to be reported to an outside agency. While both of these incidents involve 
physical contact, incident 6 involves the child’s parent and incident 5 involves a stianger. 
It might be assumed that there in an association between the appropriateness of 
approaching an outside agency and the perceived seriousness of the incident. However, 
while incident 5 is the incident which the public and the professionals agree is the most 
serious, the second most serious incident (incident number 2) is not likely to be reported 
to an outside agency.
The fact that four of the incidents aie most likely to be brought to the attention of the 
child's family is particularly interesting, given the number of agencies (statutory, 
voluntaiy and private) presently offering support to victims of child sexual abuse. 
Cleaiiy, whatever changes may be happening in relation to the role of the family in society 
today, it would appeal' that tlie family is still seen as the major provider of support.
Of course, while one of the main findings of this study was that the most likely 
person/agency to be told about each incident was the child’s family, it is not clear exactly 
what the respondents mean when they said that they would approach the child’s family. 
For example, did the respondents think that the incident was private and should be kept 
within the child’s family or did the respondents plan to approach the child’s family in the 
anticipation that the child’s family would involve an outside agency? Did the respondents 
intend to approach an outside agency themselves after they had informed the child’s 
family? A similar limitation of the study relates to those respondents who indicated that 
they would speak with their own family or friends about the situation. Did the 
respondents intend to inform someone else after the discussions with their partners etc? 
One of the limitations of this research which was identified as the beginning of this 
Chapter was that the study was based entirely on written responses to a series of 
vignettes. Had the vignettes been complimented by some qualitative interviews, then the 
respondents could have been asked why they intended to approach either the child’s 
family or members of their own families and whetlier they planned any fuither action.
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Neither Finkelhor & Redfield (1984) nor Broussai'd, Wager & Kazelskis (1991) asked 
their respondents who it was that they would approach about the incidents described in 
their studies. However, Atteberry-Bennett (1987) did explore possible intervention 
strategies. He asked his respondents to rate eight possible intervention stratégies on a 
five-point scale which ranged from “definitely would not recommend” to “definitely 
would recommend”. The intei*vention strategies included family therapy, investigation by 
a child protective service agency and prosecution of the adult in court. Atteben'y-Bennett 
found that there was complete agi'eement amongst respondents that some intervention was 
necessai'y when the act involved was sexual intercourse. He also found a high level of 
agreement when the act involved touching genitals of photogi'aphing the child in the nude. 
While none of the incidents used in the present study involved either sexual intercoui'se of 
the child being photographed in the nude, five of the incidents did involve either the child 
touching someone else’s genitals or the other person touching the child’s genitals. 
However, the respondents indicated that they were most likely to approach the child’s 
family about three of these five incidents. In common with the findings of the present 
study, Atteberry-Bennett found that protective service workers were most in favour of 
referrals to child protection seiwice agencies for investigation, while parents were least in 
favour of this method of inteiwention. Attebeny-Bennett’s study showed that no group 
was highly in favour of removing the child from the home. (He found that pai'ents were 
less opposed to removing the child from the home than the professional gi'oups were.)
In line with the findings from the present research, Tite (1993)’s investigation of teachers’ 
definitions of child abuse found that some teachers prefeired less formal inteiwention 
strategies. These strategies included monitoring the child’s situation and behaviour, 
consulting with colleagues and discussions with parents. Tite found that a number of 
teachers even provided personal care for theii* pupils themselves.
Conclusions
There are a number of conclusions which can be dr awn from this research. Firstly, if the 
views of the sample aie representative of the general public, then the public is more 
willing to recognise possible cases of child abuse than the reaction to events in Cleveland 
and Orkney would suggest. However, it would seem that some situations ar e more likely 
to be viewed as abuse than others. Incidents involving physical contact ai'e most likely to 
be labelled as CSA by both the public and the professionals, although it would appear that 
the public are less willing to label a situation as abuse if it happens within rather than
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outwith the child’s family. It would seem that more professionals are ready to define an 
incident as sexual abuse than are members of the public, but because of differences in the 
questionnaires used in the two surveys this finding has to be viewed with considerable 
caution. A further conclusion is that both the public and the professionals suggest that the 
most appropriate person/agency to be told about most incidents is the child’s 
family/friends and not an official agency. Finally, while there is some evidence that the 
public is likely to treat a possible case of CSA involving a boy less seriously than if the 
incident involved a girl, the gender of the victim appears to make little difference to the 
attitude of the professionals.
THE IMPLICATIONS OJL_THE RESEARCH
This final section will consider some of the possible implications of the research. 
Consideration will be given to the implications for policy and practice, theory and future 
research.
Implications for Policy & Practice
Perhaps the most important finding from this research is the considerable consensus of 
opinion found amongst members of the public about the sorts of incidents which require 
further action as they may involve chüd sexual abuse. (However, it is important to beai* in 
mind that the responses given by some of the respondents may not be an accurate 
reflection of their real life behaviour. It is possible that fewer respondents would have 
told someone about the incidents described in the questionnaire in real life. Of course, it is 
equally possible that more respondents would have told in real life situations.) Although 
the percentage of respondents who were likely to tell someone about each incident vai'ied 
considerably between incidents, the overall impression was that the majority of the public 
were likely to tell someone about all but one of the incidents. This finding is important 
because, while it is in line with the results of earlier research, the present study differed 
from previous studies in that it was carried out in Scotland and not the USA. Although 
the survey of professionals would suggest that professionals mav be more inclined than 
members of the public to view a situation as sexually abusive, it would appear* from this 
research that the views of the professionals are not as far out of line as the media has 
portrayed in recent years. If it is assumed that the public were likely to tell someone about 
the incidents described in the questionnaire because they suspected that CSA may be
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involved, then cleaiiy the professionals can proceed in the knowledge that, in general, the 
public are likely to be in support of their work.
Throughout this thesis much attention has been paid to the fact that, because two slightly 
different questionnaires were used, it is hazardous to make any exact comparisons 
between the views expressed by the professionals and the public. However, a strong 
impression which emerged from the study was that, while the public seem to make a 
distinction between incidents which happen witliin or outwith the family, professionals do 
not make such a distinction. The differences between the readiness of the public and 
professionals to label an incident which happens within a family as CSA raises the 
question of who is right? Is the public either "turning a blind eye" and simply failing to 
recognise certain potential cases of CSA or are the professionals being over-protective of 
children and looking for cases of abuse which simply do not exist? Are members of the 
public too trusting of parents and other relatives or do professionals need to leain that 
pai'ents may wish to have physical contact with theii* children which is perfectly innocent 
and does not involve some hidden motive such as their sexual gratification?
Should members of the public be taught that some awful things can happen to childi'en 
within the family? Is there a need for the public to be uained in the recognition of signs of 
possible abuse? Or do professionals need to leai'n tliat cliild sexual abuse is not as gi'eat a 
problem as they presently seem to believe? Should professionals be trained not to over­
react to what might well be innocent situations?
The results of the present research would suggest that the public's attention should be 
drawn to the fact that children can be abused in situations in which they cun endy regard as 
unlikely (eg within the family). However, this should be done in such a way as not to 
cause concern or to bring about tlie result of adults being afraid to have any contact with 
then' cliildi'en lest their actions be misinterpreted.
In chapter one it was hypothesised that a possible case of CSA involving a boy victim 
would be treated less seriously than if it involved a girl. One the basis of the literature 
reviewed in chapter one, it was thought that the research would prove that both the public 
and professionals need to be made aware that a boy can be just as easily sexually abused 
as a gh'l. However, from the main study it would appeal’ that the literature is wrong since 
the reality is that the gender of the victim makes no such difference to the attitudes of 
professionals and it only makes a difference to the attitudes of the public in certain 
situations. Generally speaking, it would seem that it is only in the less serious incidents 
that the gender of the victim makes a difference to the likelihood of the public telling. 
Therefore, while it would seem that the public do need to be alerted to the fact that they
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should not minimise the seriousness of a possible case of CSA because the victim is a 
boy, it would appear that they do not need to be made aware of this to the extent that it 
was originally thought might be necessary.
Previous research (Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis 1991) has argued the need for 
educational programmes in the USA which emphasise that boys can be sexually abused 
and that they appear to suffer the same psychological tiauma as females. The present 
research would suggest that there is still a need for such programmes in Britain. Dhooper, 
Royse & Wolfe (1991) have claimed that more general child abuse education programmes 
are needed. Their research found that the public is willing to pay for prevention 
programmes. They suggest that formal and informal education programmes should be 
introduced which are:
 aimed at increasing the public’s concern and responsibility regarding
child abuse, improving its understanding of how cases of abuse are generally 
dealt with, and addressing its indifference and feai* of getting involved.’
(Dhooper, Royse & Wolfe 1991 pp.43-44)
Implications for Theory
Chapter one introduced the social constructionist argument that the concept of child sexual 
abuse has been constructed by our society - that CSA has only become a problem in recent 
years because of the way in which our society has thought and talked about it. Certainly, 
there was evidence in both the prevalence study and the main study which could be used 
to support the social constructionist argument.
The majority of the respondents in the prevalence study reported that they had not 
regarded then* experiences as CSA until some time after the abuse. Chapter Three 
included a number of explanations which had been given by the respondents as to why 
they had not told anyone about their experiences at the time. It was cleai' that it is only in 
recent years that some respondents have come to label their experiences as abuse. While 
this could have been because the respondents were too young at the time to realise that 
what was happening to them was abuse, it might be that they have only come to define 
their experiences of abuse because of the attention which society has given to CSA in 
recent years. Further evidence found in the prevalence study for the social constructionist 
argument is that many of the responses given by those who claimed that they have been
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abused appeared to have been heavily scripted, in the sense that most respondents tended 
to provide the same, standai'd answers.
The degree of consensus which was found amongst botli the public and the professionals 
in the main study could also be used in support of the social constuctionist argument. 
Social constiuctionists would argue that it is society’s present concern with CSA which 
led so many of the respondents in the main study to inteipret the incidents described in the 
questionnaire in terms of child sexual abuse. It would be interesting to know if such a 
high degree of agreement would be found amongst respondents if the study was repeated 
in perhaps 5 or 10 year's time. Will society be as concerned with CSA in future years, or 
has interest in CSA reached an all time high?
It could be ar gued that the appar'ent discrepancy between the view taken in the literature 
about the ignoring of possible cases of CSA because of the gender of the victim and the 
findings of the present research supports the social constructionist argument. While the 
literature suggests that the pubhc are likely to ignore a possible case of CSA if the victim is 
a boy, the resear'ch demonsti'ated that in certain incidents this is not always the case. 
Social consti'uctionists might argue that, in the short space of time since the literature 
reviewed in this thesis was written, society has come to accept that it is possible for boys 
to be sexually abused.
Chapter One outlined a number of theoretical perspectives which have been developed to 
explain why children are sexually abused. One of these perspectives is the feminist 
account. As Chapter One states, the feminist approach explains CSA in terms of the 
inequalities of power which exist between men, women and children. Saiaga (1993) 
claims that males are encouraged to express theii' sexuality in terms of power, domination 
and control. She writes that boys.....
 learn to objectify women and girls, and to view their sexuality as
something powerful that can be used to dominate, to compensate for feelings 
of powerlessness, or to express anger. Boys have to make sense of their 
sexuality within the context of ideologies of childhood, femininity and 
masculinity which legitimate and encoui'age these feelings.
(Saraga 1993, p.70)
While incidents of CSA involving a male peipetiator and a female victim could certainly be 
explained by the more extreme feminist accounts as examples of males using their power 
to abuse females, it would be difficult to explain incidents in which it is a boy who is 
abused or a woman who is the abuser in terms of extreme feminism. Yet previous
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research (eg Kelly, Regan & Burton 1991 or any of the prevalence studies cited in Chapter 
One which included male samples) has clearly shown that boys can be sexually abused 
and the present study found that the public were willing to recognise a possible case of 
CSA in which the victim was male (although, admittedly, they were more willing to label 
a situation as “sexual abuse” if the victim was female). The present study also found that 
some of the public were willing to endorse cases of abuse where the perpetrator was a 
woman and previous studies (eg Kelly, Regan & Burton 1991) have found that women do 
sexually abuse children. The question which arises from this is how appropriate is it to 
apply the feminist explanation to these situations? There are different versions of the 
feminist perspective: less exti'eme accounts explain CSA in terms of the abuse of power 
and are not as concerned as the more exneme accounts ai*e with the gender imbalance. 
Certainly, in all six incidents used in the present study the perpetrator was in a position of 
power over the child: all peipetrators were older than their victims (some more so than 
other) and a number were in a position of authority over the child (eg pai’ent). It would 
therefore seem appropriate to explain the incidents in which the victim was a boy and/or 
the perpetrator a woman in terms of the perpetrator using his/her power over the victim to 
encourage him/her to take part in the act involved.
Implications for Future Research
Perhaps one of the main lessons to be leai'ned from this reseai’ch is the value of the 
vignette technique in social research. While it is acknowledged that the use of the 
technique can be problematic (see Chapter Two and the beginning of the present Chapter), 
the main study cleai’ly demonstrated that vignettes can be used successfully to explore 
issues of an extremely sensitive natuie which would be difficult to investigate using more 
traditional reseai’ch methods. The use of the technique should not, however, be rushed 
into, since it is essential that cai’eful consideration be given to the construction of the 
vignettes (eg in terms of the wording of the vignettes and the order in which they are 
presented to the respondent). The success of the present research was, in part, a result of 
the time and effort which had been invested in the construction of the vignettes which 
were used in tlie study.
Although a number of previous studies have been cairied out into public perceptions of 
child sexual abuse, nearly all were conducted in the USA. A number of the findings of 
the present study were in line with the results of those studies. For example, previous 
studies have also found that the majority of their respondents have viewed most of 
incidents used in their studies as abuse (eg Finkelhor & Redfield 1984 and Cruise et al 
1994) and there are certain acts which the respondents of a number of studies have viewed
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as abusive (eg sexual intercourse and fondling the child’s sex organs/touching genitals, 
Finkelhor & Redfield 1984 and Atteberry-Bennett 1987). A thfrd finding from the present 
research which is in common with the findings of previous studies is that male 
respondents are less likely than female respondents to label as situation as “sexual abuse” 
(Finkelhor & Redfield 1984 and Broussard, Wagner & Kazelskis 1991). A final result of 
previous research which was endorsed by the present reseai'ch is that the public are less 
likely to view a situation involving a female peipeti’ator and a male victim as abuse than an 
incident involving a male peipetrator and a female victim (Atteben'y-Bennett 1987, 
Broussai'd, Wagner & Kazelskis 1991 and Finkelhor & Redfield 1984).
One of the findings of previous research (Finkelhor & Redfield 1984) which was 
endorsed by the present study is that the public appeal* to be less likely to take action over 
certain incidents involving a child and a relative of the child than an incident which 
involves a child and a sü'anger. This issue could be explored further in a future study by 
using two sets of vignettes not unlike those used in the present study. However, instead 
of varying the gender of the victim between versions of the vignettes, the relationship 
between the child and the other person involved could be varied. So while one version of 
the questionnaire might describe an incident involving the child's parent, the other version 
would describe the same incident but involve an adult who was not related to the child.
Finkelhor & Redfield (1984) discovered that the incidents which they used in their study 
were likely to be viewed as abusive if the older person was an adult. They also found that 
incidents involving adolescents or young children were considered less abusive than 
incidents which involved preadolescent victims. Unlike Finkelhor and Redfield, the 
present study did not explore the effect of these variables on the likelihood of the incident 
being told about. However, when the six incidents were ranked in order of the likelihood 
of the respondents telling about them, there appeared to be no relationship between 
whether the perpetrator was an adult and the likelihood of the incident being told about. It 
was also found that the situations which involved the youngest victims were the incidents 
which were most likely to be told about. The age of the perpetrator and the age of the 
victim are two further issues which might usefully be explored in any future research 
involving public perceptions of CSA.
The present study was, of course, primarily interested in public perceptions of abuse. 
Because of this, only a small sample of professionals was used in the research. A future 
study might involve a larger sample of professionals. It would also be useful if the 
sample included a wider range of professionals based in different occupational settings. 
All of the professionals involved in the present study were social workers. However, a 
future study might include police officers, teachers, health visitors, General Practitioners
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and hospital staff based in an accident and emergency ward. While a number of other 
reseai'chers (eg Abrahams, Casey & Daro 1992, Birchall 1992, Fox & Dingwall 1985, 
Giovannoni & Becerra 1979 and Willis & Wells 1988) have explored professional 
attitudes towards incidents of possible child abuse, few have asked professionals about 
what incidents they think the public should become involved in or who they think the 
public should teU about these incidents.
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APPENDIX 1: 
Copy of Questionnaire used in Prevalence Study
UNIVEllSriY
1ÎLASÜÜW
1 am  carrying o u t postgraduate research into ch ild  sexual abuse in the 
D epartm ent o f  S o c ia l P o licy  and Social Work at the U niversity o f  G lasgow . 
T liis questionnaire is an attempt to add to the present lack o f  know ledge about 
certain  a sp ects  o f  ch ild  sexu a l abuse, and I hope that you w ill help by 
agreeing  to f ill it in . A ny information which you g iv e  w ill, o f  course, be 
treated in tire strictest o f  confidence.
T h e  p urp ose  o f  tliis  questionnaire is twofold. F irstly, it is an attempt to 
calcu late tlie approxim ate percentage of tlie student population (botit m ale and 
fem a le) w h o  exp erien ced  sexual abuse as children. S o  whether or not you  
w ere ab used  as a ch ild  (and whether or not you arc m ale or fem ale), it is 
important lliat you com plete as much as you can o f  this questionnaire.
Hite secon d  purpose o f  this questionnaire is to gain access to a sam ple o f  m ale 
students w h o  w ere  sexu a lly  abused as children and w ho are w illing  to take 
part in a research interview . If you are a male w ho was sexually abused as a 
ch ild  and you  are interested in taking part in a researcli interview , then you  
w ill b e  a sk ed  to  p rov id e  your nam e and address at the end o f  the 
q u estion n a ire . T h is  w ill o n ly  be used to m ake contact for the interview  
(provided that you  arc selected  for interview) and w ill not be discussed with 
anyone e lse . It m ay be lliat you were abused as a child but you are not w illing  
to take part in an interview . If this is the case, then p lease still com plete the 
questionnaire (otherw ise an accurate calculation o f the abused population can 
not be m ade) - but leave the space for your name and address blank.
P lease  do not be put o ff  by the length of the questionnaire. Many o f  the 
q u estion s can be answ ered by sim ply placing a tick in the appropriate box, 
and m any peop le w ill find tJiat tliey do not need to answ er all o f  tlie questions.
F illing  in questionnaires like this can sometimes raise personal issues for the 
p eop le  com p letin g  them. If you w ould like to talk to som eone e lse  about the 
is su e s  ra ised  in th is q uestionnaire, then you m ay w ish  to contact the 
C o u n se llin g  and A d v ice  team  in tlie Student Services Departm ent of your 
U n iversity .
llia n k in g  you in anticipation for you help 
Euan S M cK ay
ÜErAîlTMEÎII o r  SOCIAL roL icv *c SOCIAL wortR
Lllf im.k l lo m r .  Tlult C s m I c h i . C l» * g n t t  C IÏ  BP.f 
Tif'f Artrif n i l  Mn pnnr, r,(. f in tR
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J 1 Are yoB □  M ale □  F em a le
T o  which of Ihe fo l low in g  age  groups do you belong?
0 1 6 - 1 8  0 2 1 - 3 0  Q 4 I - 5 0  0 6 0 +
□  1 9 - 2 0  0 3 1 - 4 0  0 5 1 - 6 0
How would you describe the occupniiottnl group o f  ihe Ininlly In 
which you grew up? (Tick m ore than one answer if  yon parent s '  
occtipmfotrj belonged to different groups)
Non- i l annat :  □  M o iin g e r ia l /P r o fe s s io n n ]  (eg Lawyer, Banket)
□  o i l ie r  NoU’ Mnniiat (eg Hmse. Shop or OfHce Woikcr) 
Afoiiudl; □  S k i l l e d /F o r e m a n  (eg Phimbei. Elcciiicintt)
O S e m i - s k i l l e d / U n s k i l l e d  (eg Stoieman, Refuse Collecior) 
Other:  O U n e i n p l o y e d
□  R c l lr e d
□  N ol  In paid em p lo y m en t
Other (please sp ec ify )  _______________________________
Q 4  f l o w  would  you describe your elhitic  background?
□  A r a b  O D a i ig l a d e s h i  D D l a c k - A f r i c a n  Q B la c k - C n r r ib e a n
□  B lack-O ther  G C h l n e s e  Q l i i d i a n  O P a k i s l a n i
□  w h i l e  O O th er  (p lease  sp ec i fy )  ___________________________
Q 5  To which religion do you belong?
□  H indu Q J e w l s h  G M u s l i t n  O S i k h
□  P r o te s ta n t  ' Q R o m a n  C atholic  O O th c r  (please sp ec i fy )  ________
Q 6 Which subjects are you studying at C ollege/U tiiverslly?
Q 7 Before the age of 16. did you ever experience what you considered  
then, or now, to be sex u a l ab u se?
□  Yes - please go to (38
□  Unsure - please go to Q8
□  No - there is no need fo r  yon to  nn.uuer any
fu i the r  qttesiions, but it is stil l  im p o r ta n t  
that yon return this quest ionnaire.
For  O f p c e
Use On ly
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Q8 Wliat form did (he abuse take? (Tick luoie than one box i f  
n e c e s s a r y )
□  A n other  person showing  hts/Iter sex organs lo you
□  Y o u  s l iow ing  your sex organs lo another person
□  A n o th er  person touching your sex organs
□  Y o n  touciiing another person's sex organs
□  Oral sex
□  S exu al intercourse
□  A n a l  intercourse
□  Other (please s p e c ify )___________________________________
Q 9  To be  orrru cred  only  by repsandents  who have  t i ck ed  
m o r e  than one box in Q8 : Please indicate whicti o f  tiie
e x p e r ien ce s  ticked in Q8 you found to be the most serious by  placing ■
cross  b es id e  it. In the questions which fo l low  you stioutd refer only lo
the e x p e r ien ce  which you have placed a cross beside.
Q 1 0  W h e n  did you first regaid the experience as sexual abuse?
□  At the time □  L ater
Q l l  W hat age  were you when this experience first happened?
Q 1 2  If  the experience  happened more llsan once, over what length o f  
t im e  did it continue? _______________
Q 1 3  W as the other person Involved in the experience.. . . . .  Q M a l e
□  F e m a l e
Q H  W a s  this other person... .  Q Y ounger  titan you - p lease  go to Q15
. O  lh e  same age as you - please go  to Q16  
□  older than you - please go  lo QIS
Q I 5  W h a t  was the d ifference in ages between litis other person and 
yourse lf?    years




Wlial was Ihe le la l ionsliip  o f  llie other person to yoii7  
■ O O r a n d p n r e n l  □ P a r c i i l  CJ S t e p - p a t e n t  D S f h l i i i g
□  o th e r  le la t io n  O P i ie i id  of the Pniiilly O P i l c i i d  O f  c a c h e t
□  S t t a n g e r  O Otlier  (p lease  sp ec ify )  ________________________
V)17 D id  y o u  tell onyone about the experience  w h ile  It w as  happening?
□  Yes - please go  to Q2J Q M o  - please  go lo QI8
Q 1 8  If no, why did you n ü l  te ll  anyone about the e x p er ien ce?
(j  19  D id  you tell  anyone about the experience  later?
□  Yes - please go  to (320 U N o  - please  go to (J2J
Q 2 0  H ow  long  alter the experien ce  did you tell so m e o n e ?  _______________
(2 2 1  W ho rltd yon f irst tell about the experience?
□  R e la t io n  □ P i l e t i d  □  I ca ch er  □ S o c i a l  Worker
□  p o l i c e  □ o t h e r  (p lease  sp ec ify )  ________________________
( 2 2 2  Was the person reieried to Irr Q 2 I   □ M a l e □  P erun le
( 2 2 3  On a scale o f  I lo 5, h o w  lintrrilul did you find the experience?
□  I blot haiinetf at  all
□  2 Uanitetf a little 
Ü 3  H a r m e d
□  4 Harmed  quite badly
□  5 Harmed  very badly
(2 2 4  Males  On ly  î If you ate  w il l ing  to  take part in a iksyatch  
in terv iew ,  p le a se  write your name and address,  in  IhA space  
p r o v id e d  b e l o w .









Some examples of Vi^nettesi
(i) Brief Vignettes
Below aie some examples of BirchaU's shorter vignettes. The respondents were asked to 
rate each vignette on a scale of one to nine with one as the "least serious" and nine as the 
"most serious".
• The parents constantly compai'e their child with the younger sibling, 
sometimes implying that the child is not really their own. The child 
continually fights with other children.
• The parents always let theii’ child run around the house and garden 
without any clothes on.
• On one occasion the pai*ent and the child engaged in sexual intercourse.
• Although clean, the baby has a sore bottom and is difficult to feed. The
toddler is poorly clad and difficult to control but healthy.
» The parents immersed tlie child in a tub of hot water.
• On one occasion the parent fondled the child's genital area.
(ii) More complex Vignettes
Below is an example of one of the more complex vignettes used by BkchaU.
1:
In the course of your duties, you hear that a neighbour has said the 6 month 
old baby next door has chilblains on her hands and is often crying. The 
mother is a 19 year old and has a toddler. She lives on Social Security and 
her fuel had been cut off.
1 The vignettes contained in this Appendix all come from BirchaU’s study (Birchall 1992),
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. 2:
You now learn that the baby Sarah is below the third centile in weight and 
height Margaret, the mother, says she is difficult to feed and is anxious 
about her. She is clean but has a sore bottom.
The toddler Jimmy is robust though not very warmly dressed. He is very 
active and rather rough with his toys and his mother.
Sarah had a bruise on her lower cheek.
gtâSg-3.:
At Case Conference it emerges that Margaret has been depressed since 
Sarah's birth. Sarah's father walked out on her just before and left a pile of 
debts. He still comes back about once a week for the night and they sleep 
together. Margaret would like him back even though he sometimes beats her 
for not keeping the children quiet.
Margaret is not cooking or feeding herself very well. She gives Jimmy fish 
and chips and apples, which he eats wandering about outside the house.
At times she says she gets very angry with the children's "whining" demands 
and crying. Two days ago the Day Nursery noticed that Jimmy had red 
weals on his calves and ?fingertip bruises on his upper arm. He has several 
bruises around his lower legs and on his forehead. Margaret admits she 
wallops him on the bottom and she did hit his head when he wet his pants.
The baby's weight has fallen from 25th centile at birth to 3rd now. She has 
had several minor chest infections and a recent diarrhoea.
Margai'et had a child by another father. The child was adopted after strong 
suspicions that he had broken her aim and ribs when exasperated with her 
crying at night. She parted from this man when she was expecting Jimmy 
because she did not want any fuither difficulties with Social Services.
The social worker and health visitor have been weekly since the first message 
2 months ago. Margai'et has been willing to talk to them, but finds it difficult 
to follow their advice on the children's needs. She has not told either of them
-154-
much of this history, which has been collated from agency records. She says 
she intends to attend a psychiatric Outpatient clinic soon.
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APPENDIX 3:






QUESTIONNAIRE ON THE CARE 
& PROTECTION OF CHILDREN
As a result of the increasing attention given to the topic, we have 
all become alerted to the sexual abuse of children. One of the 
most difficult issues confronting workers dealing with child abuse 
is deciding when or when not to act. There is the danger of over­
reacting to possible cases of abuse as well as ignoring them.
in this questionnaire you will be presented with six brief 
descriptions of incidents {based on reai cases) involving children. 
After reading each description, you will be asked to indicate on a 
scale of 1 to 5 how likely it is that vou would tell someone about 
each incident. If you do decide that action is appropriate, you will 
be asked to say who it is that you would tell. There is space for 
you to note any further comments which you might like to make 
about each incident (eg why you would or would not do anything 
about It).
You might find it difficult to make a decision about some of the 
incidents because of the limited amount of information, provided, 
but this is often the reality for professionals and others working 
in the child protection field.
Because of the sequence of the questions, it is important that you 
answer each question before you read the next one.
Thank you for giving qa your time to complete this questionnaire.
D E P A K U tE N T  O F  S O C IA L  P O L IC Y  t  S O C IA L  W O R K  
L ih tam k  H o iu e ,  B u te  C a r d e iu ,  C laK jow  C IS  8R T  
T*IeoA o«.-04I-3S9 88SS Exu 6818
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INCIDENT 1
John, a fourteen-year old boy who lives next door to you, has 
told you that his mother has started coming into the bathroom 
while he is taking a bath.
How likely is it tha t you would tell s o m e o n e  a b o u t  this 
incident? (Please place a tick in the appropriate box)
Q  5 Very likely
□  4 Likely 
Q  3 Unsure 
Q  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere  to tell som eone about this incident, who would it 
be?
(Please write)______________________________





Eight-year-old Gillian (a friend of your daughter) tails you 
that, while on the way home from school, she was accosted 
by a tweive-year-oid boy who lives in your neighbourhood. 
The older boy threatened to beat up Gillian if she did not 
masturbate him. Gillian was frightened of this older boy, and 
complied.
How likely is it tha t you would tell so m eo n e  a b o u t  this 
incident?
O  5  Very likely
□  4 Likely 
O  3 Unsure
□  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere to tell som eone about this incident, who would it 
be?
(Please write)___________________________________________





Neif, your fifteen-year-old nephew, tells you that he has 
shared a bed with his mother since he was about seven years 
old (the time when Neil's mother and father divorced). The 
rationale for this was that his mother could not afford a 
separate bed for him, although Neil's sister (who is three 
years older than Neil) slept alone in a separate bed.
How likely is it th a t  you would tell so m e o n e  ab o u t  this 
incident?
Q  5  Very likely 
O  4 Likely 
O  3 Unsure 
O  2 Unlikely 
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere to tell so m eo n e  about this incident, who would it 
be?
(Please write) '





One evening your daughter has a visit from her best friend 
Ann, While Ann is in your house, she tells you that her 
brother crawled into her bed and started fondling her. Ann is 
nine years old, and her brother is fifteen. Ann said that she 
felt both scared and excited when this happened.
How likely is it tha t you would tell s o m e o n e  abou t this 
incident?
□  5  Very likely 
O  4 Likely
□  3 Unsure
□  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you were to tell som eone  about this incident, who would it 
be?
(Please write)____________________





Your nine-year-old son has been for a picnic with Stephen 
(one of his friends), in some local woods. When they come 
home, Stephen tells you that a man came up to him and 
asked him if he would like to 'go exploring'. When Stephen 
said 'no', the man pulled him by the hand towards some 
bushes. The man then opened his trousers and pulled out 
his penis. He came towards Stephen telling him to hold it. 
Stephen turned and ran away at that point
How likely is it tha t you would tell s o m e o n e  abou t this 
incident?
O  5  Very likely 
Q  4 Likely 
Q  3 Unsure
□  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere to tell som eone  about this incident, who would it 
b e?
(Please write)___________________________________________





Mary, a twelve-year-old member of a youth club which you 
help to organise, tells you one day that she and her mother 
have started doing aerobic exercises together She tells you 
that, after the aerobics, she and her mother massage each 
other's body. While they are massaging each other's body, 
they manipulate each other's genitals.
How likely Is it tha t you would tell som eone about this 
incident?
□  5  Very likely
□  4 Likely 
Q  3 Unsure
□  2 Unlikely
Q  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere  to tell som eone  about this incident, who would it 
be?
(Please write)___________________________________________




FINALLY. SOME QUESTIONS 
ABOUT YOURSELF:
Are you ,[ZiMale 2O  Female
To which of the following age groups do you belong? 
ill] 16-19 .□ 4 0 -4 9  ,□ 7 0 +
^ □ 20-29  O 5 0 -5 9
3O30-39 C 6 0 -6 9
W hat is your occupation? 
(Please write in )________






QUESTIONNAIRE ON THE CARE 
& PROTECTION OF CHILDREN
As a result of the increasing attention given to the topic, we have 
all become alerted to the sexual abuse of children. One of the 
most difficult issues confronting workers dealing with child abuse 
is deciding when or when not to act There is the danger of over­
reacting to possible cases of abuse as well as Ignoring them.
in this questionnaire you will be presented with six brief
descriptions of incidents (based on real cases) involving children. 
After reading each description, you will be asked to indicate on a 
scale of 1 to 5 how likely it is that vou would tell someone about 
each incident. If you do decide that action is appropriate, you will 
be asked to say who it is that you would tell. There is space for 
you to note any further comments which you might like to make 
about each incident (eg why you would or would not do anything 
about It).
You might find it difficult to make a decision about some of the 
incidents because of the limited amount of information, provided, 
but this is often the reality for professionals and others working 
in the child protection field.
Because of the sequence of the questions, it Is important that you
answer each question before you read the next one.
Thank you for giving up your time to complete this questionnaire.
D E P A R T M E N T  O F  S O C IA L  P O L IC Y  t  S O C IA L  W ORK. 
L ilv b in k  H o m e . B u te  C i r d e n i ,  CJas^oyr G 12 8 R T  
TcIttiAoiu.-1)41-339 8853 Ext.- SS18
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INCIDENT 1
Jane, a fourteen-year old girl who lives next door to you, has 
told you that her father has started coming into the bathroom 
while she is taking a bath.
How likely is it that you would tell so m e o n e  a b o u t  this 
incident? (Please place a tick in the appropriate box)




□ 1 Very unlikely
if you w ere to tell som eone about this incident, who would it 
b e?
(Please write) __ ______________________
Are there any  further comments which you would like to make 
about this incident?
(Please write) _______ __
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INCIDENT 2
Eight-year-old Greg (a friend of your son) tells you that, while 
on the way home from school, he was accosted by a twelve- 
year-old boy who lives in your neighbourhood. The older boy 
threatened to beat up Greg if he did not masturbate him. 
Greg was frightened of this older boy, and complied.
How likely is It that you would tell so m eo n e  ab o u t this 
incident?
n  5  Very likely
□  4 Likely
□  3 Unsure
□  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere to w ere to tell som eone about this incident, who 
would it b e?
(Please write)  _______ __ _______ _____





Nicola, your fifteen-year-old niece, tells you that she has 
shared a bed with her father since she was about seven 
years old (the time when Nicola's mother and father 
divorced). The rationale for this was that her father could not 
afford a separate bed for her, although Nicola's brother (who 
is three years older than Nicola) slept alone in a separate 
bed.
How likely is it th a t you would tell so m e o n e  abou t this 
incident?
□  5 Very likely 
Q  4 Likely
Q  3 Unsure 
O  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere to do tell som eone about this incident, who would 
it b e?
(Please write)___________________________________________





One evening your son has a visit from his best friend Alan. 
While Alan is in your house, he tells you that his brother 
crawled into his bed and started fondling him. Alan is nine 
years old, and his brother is fifteen. Alan said that he felt both 
scared and excited when this happened.
How likely is it th a t you would tell so m e o n e  ab o u t this 
incident?
□  5  Very likely 
O  4 Likely
□  3 Unsure 
Q  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere to tell som eone about this incident, who would it 
be?
(Please write)___________________________________________





Your nine-year-old daughter has been for a picnic with Susan 
(one of her friends), in some local woods. When they come 
home, Susan tells you that a man came up to her and asked 
her if she would like to 'go exploring'. When Susan said 'no', 
the man pulled her by the hand towards some bushes. The 
man then opened his trousers and pulled out his penis. He 
came towards Susan telling her to hold it. Susan turned and 
ran away at that point
How likely is it th a t you would tell so m e o n e  a b o u t this 
incident?
□  5  Very likely 
Q  4 Likely
CH 3 Unsure
□  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w e re  to w ere to tell so m eo n e  about this incident, who 
would it b e?
(Please write)___________________________________________





Mike, a twelve-year-old member of a youth club which you 
help to organise, tells you one day that he and his father have 
started lifting weights together. He tells you that, after the 
exercises, he and his father massage each other's body. 
While they are massaging each other's body, they 
manipulate each other's genitals.
How likely is it th a t you would tell so m eo n e  a b o u t th is 
incident?
O  5  Very likely
□  4 Likely 
Q  3 Unsure
□  2 Unlikely
□  1 Very unlikely
If you w ere  to tell som eone about this incident, who would it 
b e?
(Please write)______________________
Are th ere  any  further com m ents which you would like to m ake 
abou t this incident?
(Please write)________________________
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FINALLY. SOME QUESTIONS 
ABOUT YOURSELF:
Are you ,Q M ale  ^Q Fem ale
To which of the following age groups do you belong? 
.□ 1 6 -1 9  0 4 0 - 4 9  7 ^ 7 0 +
0 2 0 - 2 9  0 5 0 - 5 9
,□ 3 0 -3 9  O eO -6 9
W hat is your occupation? 
(Please write in)________
Are you a  Parent/G uardian? .□ Y e s  O N o
-171-
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QUESTIONNAIRE ON THE CARE 
& PROTECTION OF CHILDREN
As a professional whose work is likely to involve dealing with 
suspected cases of child sexual abuse, you will be aware that one of 
the most difficult Issues confronting workers dealing with child 
abuse is deciding when or when not to act. There is the danger of 
over-reacting to possible cases of abuse as well as ignoring them.
In this questionnaire you will be presented with six brief 
descriptions of incidents {based on real cases) in which a child 
describes to an adult an experience which he/she claims to have 
had. After reading each description, you will be asked to indicate 
on a scale of 1 to 5 how important you (as a professional) think it is 
that the adult described In each incident tells someone else about 
the claim which the child is making. If you do decide that action is 
appropriate, you will be asked to say who it is that you think the 
adult should tell. There is space for you to note any further 
comments which you might like to make about each incident (eg 
why you think that the adult should or should not do anything about 
it).
You might find it difficult to make a decision about some of the 
incidents because of the limited amount of information provided, 
but this (of course) is often the reality for professionals and 
others working in the child protection field.
Because of the sequence of the questions, it is important that you 
answer each question before you read the next one.
Thank you for giving up your time to complete this questionnaire.
D E PA R TM EN T O F SO C IA L  PO LIC Y  & SO C IA L  W ORK 
Lilvtmnk House, Bute C arden :, Claugovr 0 1 2  8RT 
r.£e^AoiM, 041-3S9 8855 £)rt.-6818
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INCIDENT 1
Fourteen-year-old John tells the man who lives next door to 
him that his mother has started coming into the bathroom 
while he is taking a bath.
How im portant do you think it is that the m an tells so m e o n e  
abou t this incident? (Please place a tick in the appropriate 
box)
□ 5 Very important
□ 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you th ink th a t th e  m an should tell so m eo n e  ab o u t th is  
incident, who should it be?
(Please write) __ ________________________________________
Are there  any further com m ents which you would like to m ake 




Eight-year-old Gillian tells her friend's mother that, while on 
the way home from school, she was accosted by a twelve- 
year-old boy who lives in the neighbourhood. The older boy 
threatened to beat her up if she did not masturbate him. 
Gillian was frightened o f this older boy, and complied.
How im portant do you think it is that the friend's m other tells 
so m eo n e  about this incident?
□ 5 Very important
□ 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you think that the friend's mother should tell som eone about 
this incident, who should it be?
(Please write)_________________ _________________________
Are th e re  any further com m ents which you would like to make 
ab o u t this incident?
(Please write) ___________ __ ___________ _______ _____
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INCIDENT 3
Fifteen-year-old Neil tells his uncle that he has shared a bed 
with his mother since he was about seven years old (the time 
when Neil's mother and father divorced). The rationale for 
this was that his mother could not afford a separate bed for 
him, although Neil's sister (who is three years older than him) 
slept alone in a separate bed.
How im portan t do  you think it is th a t Neil's uncle tells 
so m eo n e  about this incident?
□ 5 Very important
□ 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you th ink Neil's uncle should tell so m e o n e  abou t this 
incident, who should it be?
(Please write) _____________________________________ ____
Are th ere  any further com m ents which you would like to make 




One evening, Ann visits her best friend Jennifer. During the 
visit, Ann tells Jennifer's mother that Ann's brother crawled 
into Ann's bed and started fondling her. Ann is nine years 
old, and her brother is fifteen. Ann said that she felt both 
scared and excited when this happened.
How im portant do you think it is that Jenn ifer 's  m other tells 
so m eo n e  about this incident?
□ 5 Very important
□ 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you think that Jennifer's m other should tell so m eo n e  about 
this incident, who should it be?
(Please write) ________ __ _______________________ _
Are there any further com m ents which you would like to m ake 
abou t this incident?
(Please write) _______ ___________________________
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INCIDENT 5
Nine-year-old David has been for a picnic, in some local 
woods, with his friend Stephen . When they come home, 
Stephen tells David's father that a man came up to him and 
asked him if  he would like to 'go exploring'. The man then 
pulled Stephen by the hand towards some bushes, opened 
his trousers and pulled out his penis. He told Stephen to hold 
it. At that point, Stephen turned and ran away.
How im portant do you think it is that D avid's fa ther tells 
som eone about this incident?
□ 5 Very important
HU 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you think that David's father should tell som eo n e  about this 
incident, who should it be?
(Please write) ___________________________________________
Are there any further com m ents which you would like to make 
about this incident?
(Please write)  _______ _________________________ ________
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INCIDENT 6
One day, twelve-year-old Mary tells one of her youth club 
leaders that she and her mother have started doing aerobic 
exercises together. She says that, after the aerobics, they 
massage each other's bodies. While they are massaging 
each other's bodies, they manipulate each other's genitals.
How im portant do you think it is that the  youth club leader 
tells som eone about this incident?
□ 5 Very important
□ 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you think tha t the youth club leader should tell so m eone 
about this incident, who should it be?
(Please write)  ______ ____________________ ________ _______
Are there any further com m ents which you would like to m ake 
about this incident?
(Please write)  ______ __ ________________
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FINALLY. SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT 
YOURSELF:
How much of your work is concerned with children who 
have/m ay have been  sexually ab u sed ?
,QMost/AII 
O S o m e  
a d  Little/None
* Are you .D M ale  O  Fem ale
To which of the following age  groups do you belong? 
0 1 6 - 1 9  0 4 0 - 4 9  0 7 0 +
0 2 0 - 2 9  0 5 0 - 5 9
3C I 3 O- 3 9  0 6 0 - 6 9






QUESTIONNAIRE ON THE CARE 
& PROTECTION OF CHILDREN
As a professional whose work is likely to Involve dealing with 
suspected cases of child sexual abuse, you will be aware that one of 
the most difficult issues confronting workers dealing with child 
abuse is deciding when or when not to act. There is the danger of 
over-reacting to possible cases of abuse as well as ignoring them.
In this questionnaire you will be presented with six brief 
descriptions of incidents (based on real cases) in which a child 
describes to an adult an experience which he/she claims to have 
had. After reading each description, you will be asked to indicate 
on a scale of 1 to 5 how important you (as a professional) think it is 
that the adult described in each incident tells someone else about 
the claim which the child is making. If you do decide that action is 
appropriate, you will be asked to say who it is that you think the 
adult should tell. There is space for you to note any further 
comments which you might like to make about each incident (eg 
why you think that the adult should or should not do anything about 
it).
You might find it difficult to make a decision about some of the 
incidents because of the limited amount of information provided, 
but this (of course) is often the reality for professionals and 
others working in the child protection field.
Because of the sequence of the questions, it Is important that you 
answer each question before you read the next one.
Thank you for giving up your time to complete this questionnaire.
DEPARTM ENT OF SOCIAL PO LICY tc SO CIA L WORK,
Lilybatik H outc, Buie C ardciu , C latgcw C IS  8RT 
T<ic(M»fu:(Ml-SS9 8855 £al-6818
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INCID EN T 1
Fourteen-year-old Jane tells the woman who lives next door 
to her that her father has started coming into the bathroom 
while she is taking a bath.
How im portan t do you think it is th a t th e  w om an tells 
so m eo n e  ab o u t this incident? (Please place a tick in the 
appropriate box)
□ 5 Very important
□ 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you think th a t the w om an should tell so m eo n e  abou t this 
Incident, who should it be?
(Please write) __ ____________________ _
Are there any further com m ents which you would like to m ake 
about this incident?
(Please write) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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INCIDENT 2
Eight-year-old Greg tells his friend's father that, while on the 
way home from school, he was accosted by a tweive-year-old 
boy who lives in the neighbourhood. The older boy 
threatened to beat him up if he did not masturbate him. Greg 
was frightened of this older boy, and complied.
How im portant do you think it is that the friend's fa ther tells 
so m eo n e  about th is incident?
□  5 Very important
□  4 Important
□  3 Unsure
□  2 Not important
□  1 Not important at all
If you think th a t th e  friend's father should tell so m eo n e  about 
this incident, who should it be?
(Please write)  ____________ _______________________
Are there  any further com m ents which you would like to m ake 
about this incident?
(Please write) __ ____________ __
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INCIDENT 3
Fifteen-year-old Nicola tells her aunt that she has shared a 
bed with her father since she was about seven years old (the 
time when Nicola's mother and father divorced). The 
rationale for this was that her father could not afford a 
separate bed for her, although Nicola's brother (who is three 
years older than her) slept alone in a separate bed.
How im portant do you think it is that N icola’s  au n t tells 
so m eo n e  about this incident?
□ 5 Very important
□ 4 Important
□ 3 Unsure
□ 2 Not important
□ 1 Not important at all
If you think that Nicola’s aunt should tell so m eo n e  ab o u t this 
incident, who should it be?
(Please write)  _______ ___________ _________





One evening, Alan visits his best friend James. During the 
visit, Alan tells James’ father that Alan's brother crawled into 
Alan's bed and started fondling him. Alan is nine years old, 
and his brother is fifteen. Alan said that he felt both scared 
and excited when this happened.
How im portant do you think it is tha t Ja m e s ' fa ther tells 
som eone about this incident?
□  5  Very important
□  4 Important 
d l  3 Unsure
□  2 Not important
□  1 Not important at all
If you think tha t Jam e s ' father should tell som eone about this 
incident, who should it be?
(Please write)  ________ ____________ ______
Are there any further com m ents which you would like to m ake 
about this incident?
(Please write) ____ _______________ ________
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INCIDENT 5
Nine-year-old Debbie has been for a picnic, in some local 
woods, with her friend Susan. When they come home, 
Susan tells Debbie's mother that a man came up to her and 
asked her if  she would like to 'go exploring'. The man then 
pulled Susan by the hand towards some bushes, opened his 
trousers and pulled out his penis. He told Susan to hold It. At 
that point, Susan turned and ran away.
How im portant do you think it is that D ebbie’s m other tells 
som eone about this incident?
Q  5  Very important
□  4 Important
□  3 Unsure
[ Q  2 Not important
□  1 Not important at all
If you think that D ebbie’s m other should tell som eo n e  ab o u t 
this incident, who should it be?
(Please write) __ ____________________________ _





One day, îwelve-year-old Mike tells one o f his youth club 
leaders that he and his father have started lifting weights 
together. He says that, after the exercises, he and his father 
massage each other's bodies. While they are massaging 
each other's bodies, they manipulate each other's genitals.
How im portant do you think it is that the youth d u b  lead e r 
tells so m eo n e  abou t this incident?
□  5  Very important
□  4 Important
□  3 Unsure
□  2 Not important
□  1 Not important at all
If you think th a t th e  youth club leader should tell so m eo n e  
about this incident, who should it be?
(Please write)  ___________________________________




FINALLY. SO M E  Q U EST IO N S A B O U T  
YO URSELF:
How m uch of your work is concerned  with children who 
have/m ay have been  sexually ab u sed ?
lOMost/Ali 
sO S o m e 
3d ]  Little/None
Are you .d lM ale D F e m a le
To which of the  following ag e  groups do you belong? 
a  16-19 Û 4 0 - 4 9  0 7 0 +
0 2 0 - 2 9  0 5 0 - 5 9
3II3 3 O- 3 9  0 6 0 - 6 9
Are you a  Paren t/G uard ian? O Y e s  O N o
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